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ABSTRACT

This work seeks to analyze Western thought as a
system.

As a case study representative of this system,

I have chosen the United States of America, as it
started as a strange experiment in purely Apollonian
thought, which has largely remained a closed system and
has become the primary engine of cultural change in the
twentieth century.

As the tools for my analysis, I have

chosen the dialectic represented in the mythical
opposites Dionysus and Apollo and the counter cultural
reaction by a number of post World War II authors, most
notably Thomas Pynchon, to the "American Dream."
America began as an experiment in forming the
perfect society according to "Gods blueprint'', or the
therein projected values of some Anglo-Saxon, Protestant
religious zealots.

Puritan values are almost purely

Apollonian in that they elevate structure, logic and
hierarchy--all attributes of the left cerebral
hemisphere.

With at least equal zeal, the Puritans

purged the Dionysian or right brain attributes of nonhierarchical, non-linear thinking, sensuality and
emotion.

Two important symptoms of this hierarchical
Apollonian perspective were a fascination with
contractual or corporate structures and racial
dichotomies.

As wealth was seen as evidence of being

chosen by God, commerce took on a semi-religious
meaning.

The dichotomy of races into white and non-

white led to the identification, with non-whites, of the
demonized Dionysian attributes and to the consequential
genocide, enslavement and persecution perpetrated
against the alleged bearers of these attributes as a
"race."
Although the Puritans were a relatively short lived
phenomenon and a plethora of other peoples flocked to
America, most of the Puritan values persisted relatively
unchanged among those whom Pynchon would call the
"elite" into the later half of this century.
values linger with us still.

And, these

Calvinist values, in a

more palatable guise, have marked official American
culture.

After a generation of young men had gone to

war to fight against similar values, intensified under
the swastika and returned to an atmosphere of
intolerance, repression and the all-new threat of
nuclear destruction at home, a particular Dionysian
counter-culture developed--the "Beats".
The Beat writers and those who, like Thomas
Pynchon, were affected by them questioned the official
values and brought a decidedly Dionysian slant to their

writing.

In the short story "Entropy'' and in The Crying

of Lot 49, Pynchon creates the complex metaphor based on
the second law of thermodynamics of a system running
down into chaos.

Pynchon uses this metaphor as an

allegory for Western and, particularly, for American
society.

In V and Gravity's Rainbow, he destroys the

illusion of linear time and mathematical order by moving
back and forth out of the middle of scenes as movies do
and by presenting a large body of major and minor
characters who are all interconnected, both by their
membership in the natural Dionysian whole of humanity
and by their involvement with the global conspiracy of
Western civilization.

Pynchon portrays our civilization

as bent on death and running towards apocalypse.
However, Pynchon immediately offers the hope of
survival alluding to the fact that the process only
tends to run down; there is, in his work, the hope of a
"counterforce" of single elements not acting as the
majority tends to act.

One is then offered a number of

alternatives concerning the impending apocalypse.

The

most hopeful possibility is that of a breaching of the
chasms created by the Apollonian dichotomies of
white/non-white, male/female and elite/preterite by a
counterforce resulting in the development of a
collective Dionysian ego, as Norman 0. Brown suggests,
and, thereby, averting the imminent destruction of our
species resulting from our cultural repression.

However, the dominant suggestion is that white man's
erotic fascination with death and the machines that make
it possible on a large scale will bring us to the
apocalypse which seems to be the point and logical
conclusion of our culture and monotheistic religion.
Pynchon again qualifies this, however, with the
possibility that self-destruction means transcending to
another plane of existence.
Pynchon's novels and short stories can essentially
be read as a single work, many of the characters of one
work being found in the next, a non-linear plot being
common to all, and the same powerful theme being at the
heart of each.
however.

A holistic reading is rarely done,

As Sklar points out, Pynchon's shorter novels

were not nearly as well received as V or Gravity's
Rainbow (88).

The dominant theme of his work is that

all life is part of a Dionysian whole; everything is
interconnected, even with its Apollonian opposite.
Western culture itself is a grand conspiracy in which
everyone plays a part, and for which the all pervading
symbol is the machine our culture has come to worship.
In his last novel, Vineland, Pynchon even suggests that
machines themselves may function according to natural
laws of chaos, thus completing the cycle.

America is still waiting for the pig that will save it.

I. INTRODUCTION

This work seeks to analyze Western thought as a system.
As a case study representative of this system, I have chosen
the United States of America, as it started as a strange
experiment in purely Apollonian thought, which has largely
remained a closed system and has become the primary engine
of cultural change in the twentieth century.

As the tools

for my analysis, I have chosen the dialectic represented in
the mythical opposites Dionysus and Apollo and the counter
cultural reaction by a number of post World War II authors,
most notably Thomas Pynchon, to the "American Dream."
America began as an experiment in forming the perfect
society according to "Gods blueprint", or the therein
projected values of some Anglo-Saxon, Protestant religious
zealots.

Puritan values are almost purely Apollonian in

that they elevate structure, logic and hierarchy--all
attributes of the left cerebral hemisphere.

With at least

equal zeal, the Puritans purged the Dionysian or right brain
attributes of non-hierarchical, non-linear thinking,
sensuality and emotion.
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Two important symptoms of this hierarchical Apollonian
perspective were a fascination with contractual or corporate
structures and racial dichotomies.

As wealth was seen as

evidence of being chosen by God, commerce took on a semireligious meaning.

The dichotomy of races into white and

non-white led to the identification, with non-whites, of the
demonized Dionysian attributes and to the consequential
genocide, enslavement and persecution perpetrated against
the alleged bearers of these attributes as a "race."
Although the Puritans were a relatively short lived
phenomenon and a plethora of other peoples flocked to
America, most of the Puritan values persisted relatively
unchanged among those whom Pynchon would call the ''elite"
into the later half of this century.
linger with us still.

And, these values

Calvinist values, in a more palatable

guise, have marked official American culture.

After a

generation of young men had gone to war to fight against
similar values, intensified under the swastika and returned
to an atmosphere of intolerance, repression and the all-new
threat of nuclear destruction at home, a particular
Dionysian counter-culture developed--the "Beats".
The Beat writers and those who, like Thomas Pynchon,
were affected by them questioned the official values and
brought a decidedly Dionysian slant to their writing.

In

the short story "Entropy" and in The Crying of Lot 49,
Pynchon creates the complex metaphor based on the second law
of thermodynamics of a system running down into chaos.
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Pynchon uses this metaphor as an allegory for Western and,
particularly, for American society.

In V and Gravity's

Rainbow, he destroys the illusion of linear time and
mathematical order by moving back and forth out of the
middle of scenes as movies do and by presenting a large body
of major and minor characters who are all interconnected,
both by their membership in the natural Dionysian whole of
humanity and by their involvement with the global conspiracy
of Western civilization.

Pynchon portrays our civilization

as bent on death and running towards apocalypse.
However, Pynchon immediately offers the hope of
survival alluding to the fact that the process only tends to
run down; there is, in his work, the hope of a
"counterforce'' of single elements not acting as the majority
tends to act.

One is then offered a number of alternatives

concerning the impending apocalypse.

The most hopeful

possibility is that of a breaching of the chasms created by
the Apollonian dichotomies of white/non-white, male/female
and elite/preterite by a counterforce resulting in the
development of a collective Dionysian ego, as Norman 0.
Brown suggests, and, thereby, averting the imminent
destruction of our species resulting from our cultural
repression.

However, the dominant suggestion is that white

man's erotic fascination with death and the machines that
make it possible on a large scale will bring us to the
apocalypse which seems to be the point and logical
conclusion of our culture and monotheistic religion.
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Pynchon again qualifies this, however, with the possibility
that self-destruction means transcending to another plane of
existence.
Pynchon's novels and short stories can essentially be
read as a single work, many of the characters of one work
being found in the next, a non-linear plot being common to
all, and the same powerful theme being at the heart of each.
A holistic reading is rarely done, however.

As Sklar points

out, Pynchon's shorter novels were not nearly as well
received as

~or

Gravity's Rainbow (88).

The dominant theme

of his work is that all life is part of a Dionysian whole;
everything is interconnected, even with its Apollonian
opposite.

Western culture itself is a grand conspiracy in

which everyone plays a part, and for which the all pervading
symbol is the machine our culture has come to worship.

In

his last novel, Vineland, Pynchon even suggests that
machines themselves may function according to natural laws
of chaos, thus completing the cycle.

To analyze American literature in the context of
American culture, one must first view American culture in
the context of the Western or Hellenistic culture from which
it sprang, or, against which it revolted.

I am not

suggesting that American culture evolved or, for that
matter, devolved solely from Western culture; however,
those, Anglo-Saxon Protestants, who set out to America with
the intent to create a new society with a new culture, were
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weaned on Western values.

They essentially set out to re-

engineer Hellenistic culture in the framework of their
particular slant of Christian ideology and Socratic logic.
Particularly, American culture should, therefore, be
analyzed through a close scrutiny of those aspects of
Western thought which were intentionally emphasized by
America's cultural architects.
Thomas Pynchon does this elegantly, tracing the roots
of what he sees in the United States back to psychological
traits of the Western mind and sociological traits of
Western society.

The historical metaphors he creates,

although largely staged in Europe and Africa (except in
Vineland), reflect his primary concerns with post World War
II America.

Thomas Ruggles Pynchon is himself the

descendent of the Puritan William Pynchon who, already in
1650, wrote dissident theological tracts as a counter force
to the prevailing orthodox Calvinism (Newman 1).
In his masterwork, Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon often
alludes to America's Puritan past and his personal response
thereto by making the novel's major protagonist, the
American Tyrone Slothrop, the descendent of William
Slothrop.

The character, William Slothrop, a Puritan who is

forced to leave the Massachusetts Bay colony for writing
dissident religious tracts, is clearly based on William
Pynchon.

Thomas Pynchon, as Newman puts it, himself a

"vigorous" anti-Calvinist, makes the story of William
Slothrop an allegory for the wrong turn that America took so
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early in its history.

The fact that Gravity's Rainbow, like

all of Pynchon's works, represents the United States, at
least as much as the countries in which they are set, is
made clear by Wolfley who calls Gravity's Rainbow, " ... the
etiology of the Cold War and the nuclear balance of
terror ... " (102).
Those who first settled the New England coast were
Northern Europeans who carried with them thoughts and values
reflecting what Hellenistic thought had developed into in
their areas of origin.

Those who were to take religious and

political primacy, and with it the right or might to author
official cultural doctrine in the new settlements, were
clearly rebelling against much of the culture left behind in
Europe.

These radical Protestant reformers not only wished

to escape a Europe that they had given up as being ruled by
the devil; they had a very clear vision of what their new
world was to look like.

In The Puritan Oligarchy: The

Founding of American Civilization, Wertenbaker writes of the
Puritan leaders, " ... building their Zion exactly after the
blue print which they were confident God had made for them"
(vii).

The descendants of these WASPs have maintained

political and ideological supremacy in the United States for
the majority of her history, remaining virtually unaffected
by the indigenous cultures they displaced or exterminated
and maintaining a clear dominance over later cultural
influences.

Marty writes:
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The first major American church historian, Robert
Baird, spoke for the people in these early decades
in 1844: 'In a word, our national character is
that of the Anglo-Saxon race, , and men must study
'Saxon institutions, and Saxon laws and usages.'
The German and English 'essentially Germanic or
Teutonic,' are 'the chief supports of the ideas
and institutions of evangelical Christianity,' and
hold 'in their hands the theoretical and practical
mission of Protestantism for the world.'

The

United States was to be the base of that mission,
but its internal empire had to remain secure and
securely white Protestant.

{23)

I assert that the essence of the early Puritan vision is
official doctrine still as we will later see in the
discussion of Pynchon's works.

First, however, at least

a perfunctory look at Hellenistic culture as the cradle of
Western rationalistic thought must here be taken.

In

Western thought, there is a strong tendency to create binary
models of values which are diametrically opposed to each
other {i.e. Good and Evil).

The first legend of creation in

Western mythologies revolves around the separation of a male
sky and a female earth.

In Love's Body, Norman 0. Brown

writes, "The prototype of all opposition or contrariety is
sex.

The prototype of the division into two sexes is the

separation of earth and sky, Mother Earth and Father Sky,
the primal parents" (22) and "Dual organization is sexual
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organization. The structural principle is the union of
opposites" (23).

The tendency to define and to weigh and to

measure and to quantify has its roots in precisely such a
binary model.
As Wolfley points out, Pynchon relies heavily on the
psychoanalytic school of thought represented in Norman 0.
Brown's major works (99).

Pynchon recognizes the role of

the binary in Western thought and plays on the resulting
dichotomies.

He creates endless groups of interactive

opposites: male/female, white/black, colonizer/colonized,
technology/humanity, system/nature, etc.

These, Pynchon

divides into the categories of "elite" and "preterite"
signifying a difference in power between them.
novel,

~'

In his first

he writes of Manhattan:
"Screwer and screwee.

On this foundation,

perhaps, the island stood, from the bottom of the
lowest sewer bed right up through the streets to
the tip of the TV antenna on top of the Empire
State Building."

(50)

When the Greeks created their Gods, they accepted two:
representing the quest for and method of attaining wisdom
and knowledge.

These were Dionysus and Apollo.

Apollo, in

very simplified terms, represents symmetry and beauty and
balanced, linear, rational analysis.

Dionysus, also in

extremely simplified terms, stands for the attainment of
enlightenment through an intoxicating rush of wine, lust and
violence.

Both are, by their nature, creative, but Apollo
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signifies enforced structure while Dionysus symbolizes
unfettered natural chaos.
For man, not yet burdened by limited Judeo-Christian
morality and for the time being done with creating his Gods,
these juxtaposed deities represented the natural tension or
conflict in soul and intellect.

Apollo offers the uplifting

opportunity to impose the abstractions of human will upon
nature.

He grants the illusion of being a creator by

creating models and organizing the existing chaos.
Technology cannot create, but it can change and rearrange
matter.

Logic cannot create or destroy, but it can define,

order and discard.
The ramifications of this are not to be underestimated.
Humans are essentially weak creatures who individually have
little hope of imposing their will upon nature.

Thus, faced

with a pre-existing creation, they cannot be gods, a most
unsatisfying proposition.

Man is then left with,

ironically, two choices: he can either revel in what is and
celebrate the ultimately destructive chaos into which he has
been cast (Dionysus), or he can pretend to be a god, bring
his natural environment to its knees and impose his order
upon her (Apollo).
Pynchon follows this dichotomy throughout "Entropy" and
~

by presenting two symmetrical groups of people, those who

represent the Dionysian, being subject to the chance and
chaos of the whole, and those who seek to insulate
themselves from chaos by creating a kind of "hothouse''.

In
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"Entropy", he presents us with the contrast between Meatball
who is just going into the 40th hour of his lease breaking
party (77) and Calisto who is lying on his bed and is going
into the 72nd hour of attempting to impose his body heat on
a sick bird to cure it (78).

Meatball is clearly a

Dionysian character, reveling in a bacchanal of wine, women
and Jazz, but also surrounded by the natural sounds of the
rain outside (78).

Calisto lives in a dreamlike Apollonian

world of conserved beauty, by means of a strictly organized
unnatural environment, designed to insulate him from the
chaos of the street (79).

Much like Marx's proletariat,

Calisto has of course become an inanimate part of his albeit
much more comfortable machine; "He and the girl could no
longer, of course, be omitted from that sanctuary; they had
become necessary to its unity" (80).

Being a part of his

own machine, Calisto can no longer escape it.

"What they

needed from the outside world was delivered.

They did not

go out" (80).

Meatball's world, on the other hand, roars

along on the edge of chaos, a natural extension of the
street outside as we see from the arguments going on in
several languages, girls falling asleep in the sink and
uninvited guests assuming the place is a brothel.
Thus, having defined and separated the basic
polarities, Pynchon presents them as dynamic systems.

He

expresses his vision of the machine of Western culture
running down into chaos using the metaphor of entropy.
Entropy is the measurement of disorder used in the second
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law of thermodynamics which states: " ... that systems tend to
run down in time, for processes tend toward disorder"
(Pearce 6).

Thermodynamics works on the principle that the

heat resulting from the motion of molecules can be
concentrated in a region of high temperature by
concentrating the faster moving molecules there.

The

difference in temperature between a relatively hot region
and a cooler region of the "box" can be used to power a heat
engine.

The engine can only work if a difference in

temperature is maintained (Hendin 44).

Entropy is,

therefore, the equalization of temperature between the "hot"
region and the "cool" region.

Schaub explains, " ... as the

engine works, the regions become mixed.

The molecules

collide with each other until they are all moving at the
same rate, which means that eventually there is a cessation
of difference, the creation of a static equilibrium and an
incapacity for work" (51).

Schaub points us to Wieners, The

Human Use of Human Beings, to extend this metaphor beyond
thermodynamics:
As entropy increases the universe, and all closed
systems in the universe, tend naturally to
deteriorate and lose their distinctiveness, to
move from the least to the most probable state,
from a state of organization and differentiation
in which distinctions and form exist, to a state
of chaos and sameness.

(52)
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Pynchon has brilliantly combined the often used metaphor of
the machine for Western civilization with Western culture's
division of everything into binary opposites, the Western
tendency to put a good/evil or superior/inferior label on
all such divisions, and the concept that all closed systems
are running down due to entropy--to create a complex
metaphor for the decline of Western civilization as a whole
and American culture particularly.
In "Entropy" Pynchon explores the different reactions
of the Dionysian, the world of Meatball, and the Apollonian
world of Callisto to the phenomenon of entropy.

One chooses

life the other death.
When Meatball's lease breaking party threatens to fall
apart, Meatball is faced with the choice of either hiding in
the closet or imposing a bit of order to keep his theater
from disintegrating:
The way he figured, there were only about two ways
he could cope:

(a) lock himself in the closet and

maybe eventually they would all go away, or (b)
try to calm everybody down one by one.

(92)

Although (a) would have been the more comfortable choice for
him, Meatball instinctively chooses (b) and the party
"trembled on the threshold of its third day" (93).
defeats the tautology.

He

Calisto finds himself realizing the

process of entropy at work in the universe and in his
carefully sealed microcosm, and it leads him to question his
values, and it leads him to become obsessed with measuring
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temperature; but, it leads to no action.

Callisto lies on

his bed throughout until his bird dies despite the transfer
of his own body heat or, perhaps, because of it (84-94).
Here also the closed system is broken, but with a very
different result:
Suddenly then, as if seeing the single and
unavoidable conclusion to all this she moved
swiftly to the window before Callisto could speak;
tore away the drapes and smashed out the glass
with two exquisite hands which came away bleeding
and glistening with splinters; and turned to face
the man on the bed and wait with him until the
moment of equilibrium was reached, when 37 degrees
Fahrenheit should prevail both outside and inside,
and forever, and the hovering, curious dominant of
our separate lives should resolve into a tonic of
darkness and the final absence of motion.

(94)

Already in this early story, Pynchon gives us not just
an insight into the dynamics of the decay of the American
system, but a way to avoid it in, relative to his later
works, very simple terms.

Meatball becomes a kind of

Maxwell's Demon sorting the molecules to beat entropy, but
he cheats; he introduces a new system.

Meatball, with his

Dionysian ego, imposes just enough Apollonian form to
confine his Bacchanal to the realm of theater.
Dionysian opposite to embrace life.

He faces the

Callisto's girlfriend

also, very literally, breaks the closed system, but for
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Callisto embracing the Dionysian whole of the street is only
possible in death.

Pynchon's answer to entropy is to

dissolve the lines that confine the system, to let light in,
to embrace the opposite.
Playing God always seems more the exalted choice than
accepting oneness with the whole, and it is by far the
favorite of founding fathers throughout the Western world.
The unceasing imposition of order, however, proves to be a
grim, dismal and somewhat pedantic task when practiced
alone.

The technology that man erects, however imposing,

never quite measures up to the churning depths of chaos from
which he is born.

There is, indeed, an aesthetic beauty to

man's buildings, markets, social hierarchies and economic
models--a symmetry of the self-contained system, of the
tautology.

There is, however, also the agonizing

realization that it can all be seen but not felt that it is
not natural, vital, sexual power, but only the power of a
dream; the climax of which is frustration, the frustration
of realizing the alienated, ineffectual self.

In, Life

Against Death, Brown refers to the Freudian concept of
sublimation and defines it as "the use made of bodily energy
by a soul which sets itself apart from the body ... " (157).
The god of our technology, forms, models, definitions and
hierarchies, of all that we so optimistically name progress,
is the god Apollo.

Brown writes:

Apollo is the god of form--of plastic form in art,
of rational form in thought, of civilized form in
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life.

But the Apollonian form is form as the

negation of instinct. and Apollo is masculine,
but, as Bachofen saw, his masculinity is the
symbolical (or negative) masculinity of
spirituality . . . . Hence his is the world of
sunlight, not as a nature symbol but as a sexual
symbol of sublimation and of that sunlike eye
which perceives but does not taste, which always
keeps a distance. . . .

( 174)

In Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon creates the archetype of
a mind separated from the body, Pointsman.

Pointsman,

Slothrop's most direct antagonist, represents linear Western
thought.

A Pavlovian, Pointsman wants to reduce all the

world's phenomena into cause and effect.
only possess the zero and the one ....

"Pointsman can

Like his master I. P.

Pavlov before him, he imagines the cortex of the brain as a
mosaic of tiny on/off elements" (55).
brain as a programmable machine.

He views the human

If the world and her

people are merely programmable devices, then logically
Pointsman's cynical Western mind wants to do the
programming.

Concerning the child refugees who come to the

clinic, Pynchon writes:
'How Pointsman lusts after them, pretty children.
Those drab undershorts of his are full to bursting
with need humorously, worldly to their innocence,
to write on them new words of himself, his own
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brown Realpolitik dreams, some psychic prostate
ever in aching love promised....

(50)

Pointsman is the Western man, not embracing the world, but
only trying to leave his mark upon her.

Although he lusts,

like Apollo, he is a disembodied eye, whose sexual realm is
that of dreams and not of the carnal: "Here's an erection
stirring, he'll masturbate himself to sleep again tonight.
A joyless constant, an institution in his life" (141).
Appropriately, Pointsman's masturbatory fantasy is of
receiving the Nobel Prize.
The rigidity of his discipline becoming painfully
sterile, man eternally seeks release and self-destruction in
the immortal dance of chaos.

Man, turning from the limited

dream world of Apollonian repression, can choose the other,
Nietzsche's Dionysus.

Dionysus oversteps the boundaries and

provides:
... life complete and immediate ....

Instead of

negating, he affirms the dialectical unity of the
great instinctual opposites: Dionysus reunifies
male and female, Self and Other, life and death.
(Brown 175)
In Pynchon's works, the longing of the Apollonian,
white, Western man for the release in chaos is strong;
however, it is most often expressed either in the
predominant wish for self-annihilation or in sado-masochism.
Pynchon presents a marvelous allegory on American society in
Gravity's Rainbow, where a behaviorist realizes that he is
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like the rats caught in the maze: " ... behaviorists run these
aisles of tables and consoles just like rats 'n' mice.
Reinforcement for them is not a pellet of food, but a
successful experiment" (229).

After a dance of the rats in

the laboratory which is at once a bacchanal and a carefully
choreographed Hollywood musical scene, it is" ... back to the
cages and the rationalized forms of death--death in the
service of the one species cursed with the knowledge that it
will die ... " (230).

The character Webley Silvernail then

explains to the caged rats that Western society is little
more than a huge Apollonion construction that moves us all
towards death in an attempt to conquer our fear of death:
I would set you free, if I knew how.
free out here.

But it isn't

All the animals, the plants, the

minerals, even other kinds of men, are being
broken and reassembled every day, to preserve an
elite few, who are the loudest to theorize on
freedom, but the least free of all.

I can't even

give you hope that it will be different some day-that They'll come out and forget death, and lose
Their technology's elaborate terror, and stop
using every other form of life without mercy to
keep what haunts men down to a tolerable level-and be like you instead, simply here, simply
alive ....

(230)

The Apollonian storms boldly forth, "creating" society
like a father with his first toy train set and the Dionysian
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entices back into the primal feelings smoldering beyond
smoothly functioning models, like the boy raging through the
dream world of perfect miniaturization, knocking father's
trains from their tracks.

This metaphor is explored in one

of the most memorable scenes of Nicholas Roeg's brilliant
1987 film Track 29.

In Ancient Hellenic culture, both the Dionysian and the
Apollonian were firmly institutionalized.

Through the

course of history, however, the Apollonian has dramatically
gained both in importance and in power.

The reasons for

this are complex and manifold and beyond the scope of this
work.

Authors tend to agree, however, that advances in

mathematics, a growing dependence on technology, the embrace
of Judeo-Christian myths, the victory of Protestantism in
northern Europe, the industrial revolution and the
transformation into a consumer culture have played major
roles.
John Vernon discusses the rise and dominance of
Apollonian thought in Western culture in his work, The
Garden and the Map.

Vernon calls what one would roughly

classify as Dionysian as being of the "Garden" and similarly
refers to the Apollonian as being of the "Map" (xii).
Vernon asserts that at the root of Western thought lies a
need to define, making oneself separate from the outside
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world and all objects in it discrete and creating a series
of dichotomies of opposites.

He writes:

... the unique property of Western thought, of what
Husserl calls philosophy-science, is it anchors
the very forms of its thought, that it
detemporalizes them and seals them off from each
other.

In the West, parts become discrete,

atomized, and the whole becomes a sum, not a
unity, of its parts.

Opposites are static in

their opposition; they are mutually exclusive.
( 4)

The Aristotelian doctrine of the discreteness of
opposites, long a cornerstone of Western logic, is a
particular target of Pynchon's.

In Gravity's Rainbow,

Pointsman says, "Pavlov was fascinated with ideas of the
opposite.

'Call it a cluster of cells, somewhere on the

cortex of the brain.

Helping to distinguish pleasure from

pain, light from dark, dominance from submission ... '" (48).
It is on the maintenance of these opposites that American
society runs.

Those who with a Dionysian consciousness

reject the discreteness of opposites are branded as insane.
Pynchon, however, points us to the "new physics" (i.e.
Einstein's theories on space and time and Bohr's quantum
mechanics) to show that linear science leads, very literally
to a "dead" end.

Roger Mexico, the statistician and

counterweight to Pointsman, points out:
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" ... but there's a feeling about that cause-andeffect may have been taken as far as it will go.
That for science to carry on at all, it must look
for a less narrow, a less ... sterile set of
assumptions" (89).
Herein lies a major crux of Pynchon's ideology: the
"feeling" is the Dionysian medium to insight which must
contend with the sterility of Apollonian rationality.
Apollonian linearity, combined with Protestant apocalyptic
thinking and capitalist linear growth, is a system which
devises the means to, worships and grows steadily towards
its own annihilation.
In

~,

Pynchon creates a set of opposites in Benny

Profane and the "Whole Sick Crew" and Stencil (35).
Profane, the schlemihl, is a Dionysian character for whom
the American Dream is essentially "old East Main" where it's
always Christmas Eve, where: "Santa's bag is filled with all
your dreams come true:/Nickel beers that sparkle like
champagne,/Barmaids who love to screw, .... "

(10)

Profane is alienated from the system, and he yo-yo's
back and forth along the Eastern seaboard with no agenda but
living.

For him, there is no particular distinction between

places; everywhere is "fused into a single abstracted
street" (10).

Profane does not believe in any great scheme

nor even conspiracy.

He is simply the victim of random

chance; and, chance is the string of the yo-yo tying him to
the Dionysian whole like an infant to its mother.

"He felt
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that invisible, umbilical string tug him at his midsection.
He thought of long fingers, through which, maybe, he might
catch sight of the blue sky, once in a while" (34).
Profane, being Pynchon's personification of the American
preterite, identifies with the social outcasts and
alienated, disempowered American exiles, because to him as
to them, things just happen:
Women had always happened to Profane the schlemihl
like accidents: broken shoelaces, dropped dishes,
pins in new shirts.

Fina was no exception.

Profane had figured at first that he was only the
disembodied object of a corporal work of mercy.
That, in the company of innumerable small and
wounded animals, bums on the street, near dying
and lost to God, he was only another means to
grace or indulgence for Fina.

(134)

As Seed notes, Benny Profane holds the comic conviction that
all objects are in a conspiracy against him (73).
Herbert Stencil, by contrast, as his name implies, is
tied into and the product of a system.

He studies his

father's journals, "learning how to please the bloodconscious contacts of his legacy" (54).

Stencil has a

clearly defined, Apollonian mission to find V and to
discover what the reference in his father's journals
concerning V means. He thinks that V might be his mother.
And, indeed, in a way, she is; V is the Zeitgeist of a
culture which has death as its basis, a culture which is
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Stencil's mother.

Stencil has been nurtured with an

ideology that has left a "network of Whitehalls in his own
brain" (53).

Cowart sees in V the fascist Zeitgeist, making

our whole age an age of fascism (18).

Although Stencil is

on a mission, he takes no pleasure in it.

It is "for

Stencil grim, joyless; a conscious acceptance of the
unpleasant for no other reason than that V was there to
track down" (55).

His pointless mission represents the

pointless linear mission of Western society as a whole; we
go in order to be in motion in one direction, but it is
unclear what we really want and why.

As Stencil says,

" ... in this search the motive is part of the quarry" (386).
Although Pynchon presents sets of opposite characters,
he gives them similar flaws, making them complex and part of
a whole.

Systems, beliefs, cliques, times and places become

inseparable.

Characters reappear in other times and places,

in other novels.

It is Pynchon's doctrine to break the

Western barriers and to allow "opposites" to flow into each
other.

Staying for now with

~,

we are presented the left-

leaning, Dionysian "Whole Sick Crew,'' as a kind of Bohemian
counter force to the system.

Pynchon, however, comically

discredits them:
Fergus Mixolydian the Irish Armenian Jew takes
money from a Foundation named after a man who
spent millions trying to prove thirteen rabbis
rule the world.

Fergus sees nothing wrong there.

Esther Harvitz pays to get the body she was born
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with altered and then falls deeply in love with
the man who mutilated her.

Esther sees nothing

wrong either.
Raul the television writer can produce drama
devious enough to slip by any sponsor's roadblock
and still tell the staring fans what's wrong with
them and what they're watching.

But he is happy

with westerns and detective stories.
Slab the painter, whose eyes are open, has
technical skill and if you will 'soul.'

But is

committed to cheese Danishes.
Melvin the folk-singer has no talent.
Ironically he does more social commenting than the
rest of the Crew put together.

He accomplishes

nothing.
Mafia Winsome is smart enough to create a
world but too stupid not to live in it.

Finding

the real world never jibing with her fancy she
spends all kinds of energy--sexual, emotional-trying to make it conform, never succeeding.
(360)

Pynchon creates human opposite archetypes and then
immediately undercuts their opposition, thereby pointing not
only to the cure for our cultural malaise, but pointing out
the absurdity of such unnatural oversimplifications, when
applied to humanity.
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Vernon, in The Garden and the Map, sees economic
organization and infrastructure as clear examples of the
Apollonian "map" and demonstrates how these relate to
arithmetical thinking.

Quantities can only be added,

subtracted, multiplied or divided, but no longer seen as an
interdependent, indivisible whole, as in Dionysian thought.
Vernon writes:
'An economy that is redistributive rather
than reciprocal requires various centers, stores,
into which goods flow and out of which they
spread.

And these require transportation routes

and roads, a map arrangement of one's environment.
A map represents the mechanization of the tree
organization: it relates the whole to its parts as
an addition of discrete entities rather than as a
fluid entity of transfo-rmations.

(10)

Mathematics is chief among the sciences that have led to
what we would call modern technology.

It is mathematics, as

Vernon points out, that" ... confirms the discreteness of
property by reducing it to its own nature: quantity" (12).
Vernon traces the origins of the Apollonian eye, that sees
from afar, but is not a part of, to the discovery of the
zero in mathematics.

He writes:

Zero enters the world of knowledge, nothing,
Nonbeing.

Previous to zero there is plenitude,

but with it gaps open up between things, and the
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world congeals into matter and space, density and
vacuum, being and Nonbeing.

(15)

Here we find a dichotomy of opposites.
bipolar.

Everything becomes

Judeo-Christian myth, with its insistence on a

world divided between the opposite poles of good and evil,
is a spiritualization and institutionalization of bi-polar
thought.

Vernon writes:
... the fall from the condition of the Garden is
established in knowledge.

Formal knowledge bases

itself on formal logic, and the Principle of
Contradiction is the foundation of formal logic.
Its dual system is the antithesis of the
integrative organizations of part and whole that
existed in the Garden.

The Tree of Knowledge of

Good and Evil, which propels Adam and Eve out of
the Garden, is the

mechanical tree of

discreteness and separation, of schizophrenia, the
opposite of the Tree of Life.

Knowledge is not

simply of Good and evil, but their separation,
their polarity.

( 12)

With the continuing growth of Western civilization's
dependence upon technology, the dominance of Apollonian
thinking also grew.

For a complex commercial society to

function within its vast network of trade interdependencies,
everything must be mapped and quantified.

This process grew

ever faster from mercantilism, based on reserves of a
tangible good (gold), to capitalism, based on reserves of a

r
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fiction (money), whose value cannot exist without a wholehearted embrace of Apollonian abstraction.

After the

industrial revolution with the advent of pure consumer
culture, the forerider and main ideological proponent of
which was the United States of America, objects lost all
sacredness and could be understood only in their function as
consumer goods.

Vernon writes:

Of course, the circulation of goods and the
demarcation of property are not the only functions
of a map.

But the most essential quality of a

map--discreteness--is one that it shares with the
structures of objects when those objects exist
solely for the sake of being owned or consumed.
(10)

The computers which run our information society complete the
picture of a world as a map.

Today, the West depends more

heavily upon the flow of data along an ever more complicated
network of intelligent bridges, routers, satellites and
fiber optics cables than it does upon the actual production
of goods.

Computers themselves are an allegory of the

Apollonian "Map" world which produces them.

They "speak" a

language of perfect discreteness, a binary allowing only for
being or nonbeing, one or zero.

The insides of these

machines have replaced the network of super-highways as the
cathedrals of our era.

The flow of people is being outpaced

by the flow of abstractions.

Under close scrutiny, a chip

looks like nothing so much as an aerial view of a modern
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metropolis.

Our art (Technis) is shaping our "reality" and

we, as humans, are becoming ever less a part of that
reality.

Therefore, in the West, Apollo has come to rule

institutionalized culture.
Clearly, the Apollonian has been systematically gaining
ground; and, since the industrial revolution, particularly
the advent of mid-twentieth century American cultural
imperialism, it is firmly in control throughout the Western
world and, via the global mass media's marketing of consumer
culture, throughout the world as a whole.

Nonetheless, in

the old world, there remain echoes of a pagan past to temper
the Apollonian values of consumer-capitalist culture.

The

Dionysian are not as rigorously advertised but still
maintain an officially sanctioned presence in the theater
and the ferias, carnivals, walpurgisnaechte and the beer
halls, wine bars and cafes of the continent.

This is

particularly true in the Catholic areas of Europe.

From

Ireland to Italy and from Mainz to Sevilla, one sees the
children in the pubs with their parents and hears the pagan
drums of the semana santa.

Where the Dionysian urge has

become institionalized, Dionysus is back in the confines of
the theater, his excesses given a forum but controlled to
protect society from itself.

Where Dionysus is demonized

and banished by Apollo's unfeeling eye, he becomes an outlaw
and thus rages outside all cultural controls. In Sex, Art
and American Culture, Paglia, referring to the "paganism
buried within Italian Catholicism," writes: "The torture of
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Christ and the martyrdom of the saints ... dramatize the
passions of the body, repressed in art-fearing puritan
Protestantism of the kind that still lingers in America"
( 29) •

The re-institutionalization of Dionysian values would
allow a working balance with the tools of Apollonian logic,
preventing society both from dying out in its own sterility
and from racing lustily into oblivion.

In Art and Physics,

Shlain writes: "The dark sides of Dionysus and Apollo
symbolize respectively the danger and sterility of one-sided
hemispheric specialization" (421).

A completely unchecked

Dionysian ideology would be a return to the garden.

A

return both to innocence and to natural brute forces in a
very direct sense.

References to Dionysus always include

the rending and violence of the rush, leading to wisdom, but
also to death.

Dionysus is life out of death, but as Paglia

points out in Sexual Personae: "Dionysus expands identity
but crushes individuals ....
civil rights.
(98).

The God gives latitude but no

In nature we are convicted without appeal"

The Apollonian self-destructiveness is more subtle

and more complex, however, ultimately more absolute.
life does not come from out of death.
and nothingness.
of mind and body.

Apollo is sexless.

Here

There is only being
He is the separation

Apollo creates systems that do not

reproduce anew, creatively, according to the laws of chaos.
The Apollonian system is closed, tautological and hence
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sterile. It can order but not produce.

And, that which is

sterile is doomed to extinction.
In Naked Lunch, William S. Burroughs introduces the
Apollonian political parties of Interzone.

He obviously

plays both on fascist attempts to create the single perfect
man and to exterminate all others and on the Apollonian
exclusive division of being and nonbeing in reference to his
"Liquifactionists" and "Divisionists".
Of the "Liquifaction Party", Burroughs writes: " ... the
liquifaction program involves the eventual merging of
everyone into One Man by a process of protoplasmic
absorption" (146), and "It will be immediately clear that
the Liquifaction Party is, except for one man, entirely
composed of dupes, it not being clear until the final
absorption who is whose dupe ... " (162).

The "Divisionists"

have a different system leading to the same result.

Of

them, Burroughs writes:
They are called Divisionists because they
literally divide.

They cut off tiny bits of their

flesh and grow exact replicas of themselves in
embryo jelly.

It seems probable, unless the

process of division is halted, that eventually
there will be only one replica of one sex on the
planet: that is one person in the world with
millions of separate bodies ....

Are these bodies

actually independent, and could they in time
develop varied characteristics?

I doubt it.
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Replicas must periodically recharge with the
Mother Cell.

This is an article of faith with the

Divisionists, who live in fear of a replica
revolution .... Some Divisionists think that the
process can be halted short of the eventual
monopoly of one replica.

They say: 'Just let me

plant a few more replicas all over so I won't be
lonely when I travel .... And we must strictly
control the division of Undesirables .... '

Every

replica but your own is eventually an
'Undesirable.'

(164)

The point is that the results are the same.

There can

ultimately only be one, and one cannot naturally reproduce,
so there is zero.

Zero is not death.

Zero is nothingness.

In Life Against Death, Norman 0. Brown argues for the
development of a Dionysian ego.

Brown writes:

The human ego must face the Dionysian reality ....
For Nietzsche was right in saying that the
Apollonian preserves, the Dionysian destroys,
self-consciousness.

As long as the structure of

the ego is Apollonian, Dionysian experience can
only be bought at the price of ego-dissolution.
(175)

Ergo, Dionysian experience is, in Apollonian America, viewed
as anti-social and self destructive.

Brown adds the caveat

that one should not simply attempt to balance Apollonian and
Dionysian thought:
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... the later Nietzsche preaches Dionysus, and to
see in this Dionysus a Synthesis of Apollo and
Dionysus is to sacrifice insight for peace of
mind.

Not only does Dionysus, without the

Dionysian ego threaten us with dissolution of
consciousness; he also threatens us with that
'genuine witch's brew,, 'that horrible mixture of
sensuality and cruelty' (Nietzsche again), which
is the revolt of the Dionysian against the
Apollonian. . . .

( 176)

It is exactly this "witches brew" that led to the
institutionalized sadism of Nazi Germany.

The Dionysian

sensuality poured into an Apollonian mold is evident not
only in Nazi art and architecture, but permeates Goebels'
early novel Michael.
Thomas Pynchon explores the sado-masochistic scenerios
which evolve wherever the repressed Dionysian sexuality must
rebel against an official Apollonian consciousness but,
particularly, where colonial or oppressive power systems
facilitate organized sadism.

In times of dictatorship or

war, government is able to convince its military or police
underlings to take the final Apollonian step and worship the
system or process to the total denial of the ethics that
were the original reason for the establishment of the
system.

In~,

Pynchon relates Stencil's version of

Mondaugen's account of what is probably Fopples past
(Pattisan 24).

This experience of feeling and telling of
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the story through three people, with a certain uncertainty
as to the nature of its origin existing, breaks down the
barriers of time and individual making it, in a sense, every
white man's story.

Fopple says about von Trotha, the

General who put down the Herera revolt:
'I loved the man,, he said.
fear.

'He taught us not to

It's impossible to describe the sudden

release; the comfort, the luxury; when you knew
you could safely forget all the rote lessons you'd
had to learn about the value and dignity of human
life.

I had the same feeling once in the

Realgymnasium when they told us we wouldn't be
responsible in the examination for all the
historical dates we'd spent weeks memorizing.,
(253)
In its most crass and unesthetic form Pynchon presents
this institutionalized, state ordained sadism in the racial
context of the Herero uprising first described in V.

When

in a line of Hottentot prisoners, one prisoner complains
that his feet are bleeding, he is whipped by the guards on
horseback to keep him moving along.

In the process, the

sjambok of one of the guards, Fleisch (meaning flesh or
body), is caught in the Hottentot's chain, and the rider is
pulled down and attacked by the prisoner.

When Fleisch is

able to free himself, he commits an act of sadism which to
him becomes a kind of white man's epiphany: "After Fleisch,
with the tip of his sjambok, had had the obligatory sport
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with the black's genitals, they clubbed him to death with
the butts of their rifles and tossed what was left behind a
rock for the vultures and flies"

(263).

Once the initial

thrill of being free of all morals has worn off, the act of
killing becomes just another boring process.

The killer is

alienated by the very Apollonian definition which separates
him from his victim and from the whole of humanity and makes
him instead a part of the process of killing.

He commits

acts of sadism in order to identify himself with his victim
and become once again a part of the Dionysian whole.

In a

long section, Pynchon describes this graphically:
But as they did this thing--and Fleisch said later
that he had felt something like it too--there came
over him for the first time an odd sort of peace,
perhaps like that the black was feeling as he gave
up the ghost.

Usually the most you felt was

annoyance; the kind of annoyance you have for an
insect that's buzzed around you for too long.

You

have to obliterate its life, and the physical
effort, the obviousness of the act, the knowledge
that this is only one unit in a seemingly infinite
series, that killing this one won't end it, won't
relieve you from having to kill tomorrow, and the
day after, and on, and on ... the futility of it
irritates you and so to each individual act you
bring something of the savagery of military
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boredom, which as any trooper knows is mighty
indeed.
This time it wasn't like that.

Things seemed all

at once to fall into a pattern: a great cosmic
fluttering in the blank, bright sky and each grain
of sand, each cactus spine, each feather of the
circling vulture above them and invisible molecule
of heated air seemed to shift imperceptibly so
that this black and he, and he and every other
black he would henceforth have to kill slid into
alignment, assumed a set symmetry, a dancelike
poise.

It finally meant something different:

different from the recruiting poster, the mural in
the church and the natives already exterminated-sleeping and lame burned en masse in their
pontoks, babies tossed in the air and caught on
bayonets, girls approached with organ at the
ready, their eyes filming over in anticipated
pleasure or possibly only an anticipated five more
minutes of life, only to be shot through the head
first and then ravished, after of course being
made aware at the last moment that this would
happen to them--dif f erent from the official
language of von Trotha's orders and directives,
different from the sense of function and the
delightful, powerless languor that are both part
of following a military order that's filtered like
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spring rain down countless levels before reaching
you; different from colonial policy, international
finagling, hope of advancement within the army or
enrichment out of it.
It had only to do with the destroyer and the
destroyed, and the act which united them, and it
had never been that way before.

(263-264)

In the Dionysian consciousness, sado-masochism is a
continuation of sex.

In Sexual Personae, Paglia writes,

"The continuum of empathy and emotion leads to sex....
continuum of sex leads to sado-masochism." (98).

The

Unlike the

institutionalized sadism of state terrorism, Dionysian S/M
does not purport the achievement of any abstract political
agenda.

Dionysian S/M is the powerplay in the empire of the

senses, the politics of the body.

It is the theater of base

instincts reigned in by the boundaries of ritual.

In Sex,

Art and American Culture, Paglia writes:
Sadomasochism is a sacred cult, a pagan religion
that reveals the dark secrets of nature.

The

bondage of sadomasochism expresses our own bondage
by the body, our subservience to its brute laws,
concealed by our myths of romantic love.

(44)

Both the Apollonian/Dionysian witch's brew of
institutionalized torture and the theater of S/M are
recurring themes in all of Pynchon's novels.

Thomas Pynchon

deals, in his works, with all aspects of sado-masochism as
an extension of sexuality.

He particularly emphasizes that
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there is not merely an identification by the dominant with
the submissive, but also an attraction the other way, and a
sense held by the submissive that the pain experienced is an
umbilical cord to the whole and proof one is alive.

In

Vineland, Pynchon approaches this subject, at first
comically in the form of the landscape contractor, Millard
Hobbs, who comes on TV as the whip wielding Marquis de Sod,
and then more politically in the Frenesi's sexual attraction
to uniformed authority figures (46-47).

Frenesi, who starts

as a left-leaning radical has like her mother, also an old
socialist, a strong attraction to dominant men in official
uniforms.

Frenesi masturbates to reruns of "CHiPs" while

philosophizing that "some Cosmic Fascist had spliced in a
DNA sequence requiring this form of seduction and initiation
into the dark joys of social control" (83).

Part of this

can of course be attributed to a simple extension of
sexuality, as Pynchon points out by including sadomasochistic elements in nearly all of his relationships, but
part of it is also an identification with the Apollonian
system of the oppressor with the desire to combat ever
increasing alienation and isolation.
is complex.

Pynchon's view of S/M

There is Frenesi's submission to Vineland's

symbol of official, white America, the prosecutor Brock
Vond, who tells her:
You're the medium Weed and I use to communicate,
that's all, this set of holes, pleasantly framed,
this little femme scampering back and forth with
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scented messages tucked in her little secret
places.

(214)

That attraction coincides with Frenesi's fetish for
official power, but there is also the desire to find
redemption and acceptance back into the whole through
submission to the domination of her lesbian lover DL.
Frenesi admits selling out to Brock Vond:
'I'm not some pure creature,' Frenesi wanted to
cry 'the film Queen, some no-emotion piece of
machinery, everything for the shot, come on,
DL ... please ... you know what happens when my pussy
starts running the show, you saw me do stuff he'll
never see,, and DL, not as angry by then, might've
answered,

'I made you do stuff bitch,, and Frenesi

would have felt a bodylong twinge of clear desire
for her already ex-partner, a preview of delicious
trouble to come, .... (260)
In Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon displays sado-masochism as a
"normal" part of human sexuality, by having his protagonist,
Slothrop experience it with Greta Erdman (445).

Pynchon

also portrays the addiction to the Dionysian theater of S/M
for its own sake in Frenesi's desire to be forced to take
Thorazine in the camp:
I started to look forward to it--I wanted them to
come and hold me down, stick needles in me, push
things up my ass.

Wanted the ritual ... like they

had to keep the two drugs out of the light till
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the last minute, then they'd mix them together,
real quick, and give it to me.

Shrinks never

figured it out, but the orderlies, the workin'
stiffs who actually had to do it all, handle me,
hold me still, pull apart the cheeks of my ass,
they knew all right,

'cause they were digging it

just as much as I was .... (261).
In

~,

Pynchon presents the borderline between fascist

oppression and desire.

Fopple, discovers a desire for a

Herero girl, Sarah, that might be love.

After paying her

some special attention with the sjambok and nearly drowning
her by putting his foot on the nape of her neck near the
shoreline, he decides to take her as his alone:
He chose two strong women, bent her back over a
rock and while they held her he first sjamboked,
then took her.

She lay in cold rigor; and when it

was over he was astonished to find that at some
point during it the women had, like good-natured
duennas, released her and gone about their
morning's labor.
And that night, long after he'd turned in, she
came to his house and slid into bed next to him.
Women's perversity!

She was his.

(272)

Pynchon emphasizes the point that she acquiesced, in that
she chose to escape only after she was gang raped, and again
communal property.
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Pynchon lets racial and sexual realms of power wash
into each other in the song of 16 year old Hedwig Vogelsang
whose "purpose on earth is to tantalize and send raving the
race of man" (239).

She dreams at once of enslaving the

Hottentot man and of being enslaved by him:
Love's a lash,
Kisses gall the tongue, harrow the heart;
Caresses tease
Cankered tissue apart.

Liebchen, come
Be my Hottentot bondsman tonight,
The scjambok's kiss
Is unending delight.

Love, my little slave,
Is color-blind;
For white and black
Are only states of mind.

So at my feet
Nod and genuflect, whimper for me:
Though tears are dried
Their pain is yet to be.

(238)

She approaches the racial inequity as a means to facilitate
her sexuality but states that "love is color blind" and
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"white and black are only states of mind," like Apollo and
Dionysus.
In Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon describes several other
complex variations on sado-masochism.

Blicero as sadist,

Katje and Gottfried as masochists decide to hide from the
chaos of the war raging outside by recreating it in fairy
tale form inside the Dionysian theater of their game.

For

Katje, being Gretel is shelter because it imposes Apollonian
order on the chaos outside by limiting Dionysus to the
theater:
In a conquered country, ones own occupied country,
it's better, she believes to enter into some
formal, rationalized version of what, outside,
proceeds without form or decent limit day and
night, the summary executions, the roustings,
beatings, subterfuge, paranoia, shame ... though it
is never discussed among them openly, it would
seem Katje, Gottfried, and Captain Blicero have
agreed that this Northern and ancient form, one
they all know and are comfortable with--the
strayed children, the wood-wife in the edible
house, the captivity, the fattening, the Oven-shall be their preserving routine, their shelter,
against what outside none of them can bear--the
War, the absolute rule of chance, their own
pitiable contingency here, in its midst....

( 96)
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For Captain Blicero, whose real name is Weissman (white
man), the game, "his Little State, whose base is the same
Oven which must destroy it ... " (99), is a mirror of all of
the white man's endeavor and also a way to escape the
inevitable destruction of the whole through personal
destruction:
So his Destiny is the Oven: while the strayed
children, who never knew, who change nothing but
uniforms and cards of identity, will survive and
prosper long beyond his gases and cinders, his
chimney departure.

So, so.

A Wandervogel in the

mountains of Pain.

It's been going on for much

too long, he has chosen the game for nothing if
not the kind of end it will bring him, nicht wahr?
too old these days, grippes taking longer to pass,
stomach too often in day-long agony, eyes
measurably blinder with each examination, too
'realistic' to prefer a hero's death or even a
soldier's.

He only wants now to be out of the

winter, inside the Oven's warmth, darkness, steel
shelter, the door behind him in a narrowing
rectangle of kitchen light gonging shut, forever.
The rest is foreplay.

(99)

He also identifies with his submissives.

What the rocket is

to the warring Western world, the oven represents in
Blicero's game.

It is the central totem and the final

solution, the blessed promise of death and release.

Death

42

is the ultimate erotic climax, "The rest is foreplay."

Once

again, Pynchon breaks the linearity and closes the Dionysian
cycle.

In death, white man returns to the womb.

The list of examples could go on much further as
Pynchon has included elements of S/M in almost all
relationships within Gravity's Rainbow.

The crucial point,

however, is that the individual S/M scenarios mirror the
dynamics of the outside world, just as Western society and
ultimately American society can be seen as a giant sadomasochistic ritual--the ultimate climax of which is death.
As the transfer of heat from a hotter to a cooler region
powers the heat engine in Pynchon's thermodynamics metaphor,
so the difference of power between the dominant and the
submissive becomes the fuel which powers Western society.
No, Dionysus cannot simply and safely be injected into
an Apollonian structure, but neither can Apollo be entirely
denied.

Apollonian thinking is at the very heart of

humanity's desire to be not merely a part of God, but gods,
individually.

I hold that the snake is as old as the garden

and as much Dionysian as the clearly Apollonian result it
achieved.

As clearly as the Apollonian and the Dionysian

are defined each by the other, so also do they grow out of
each other.

It is significant that it was woman who took

the apple, thereby bringing into the consciousness of man
the ideology that would so aggressively attempt to
marginalise her.

Each grows from out of the other.
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II.

Dionysus and Apollo

The culture of the Greeks, and from it the culture of
the Western world, was formed by the tension between the
Apollonian and the Dionysian.

Both are creative gods and

mediums to wisdom and knowledge. In The Will to Power,
Friederich Nietzsche defines Dionysus thusly:
The word 'Dionysian' expresses : a constraint to
unity, a soaring above personality, the commonplace, society, reality, and above the abyss of
the ephemeral; the passionately painful sensation
of superabundance, in darker, fuller, and more
fluctuating conditions; an ecstatic saying of yea
to the collective character of existence, as that
which remains the same, and equally mighty and
blissful throughout all change; the great
pantheistic sympathy with pleasure and pain, which
declares even the most terrible and most
questionable qualities of existence good, and
sanctifies them; the eternal will to procreation,
to fruitfulness, and to recurrence; the feeling of
unity in regard to the necessity of creating and
annihilating.

(Nietzsche 415-416)
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To Nietzsche, Dionysus is at once life affirming and
death bringing.

Like tropical vegetation which is

blossoming even while it is rotting, Dionysus is life at its
most delirious extreme.

In the same work, Nietzsche writes

of Apollo:
The word 'Apollonian' expresses: the
constraint to be absolutely isolated, to the
typical 'individual,, to everything that
simplifies, distinguishes, and makes strong,
salient, definite and typical: to freedom within
the law.

(416)

Apollo is the creativity of defining, rearranging and
ordering to make aesthetic to oneself; he is the imposition
of man's will upon his surroundings.

Dionysus is the power

to accept the diversity and chaos of one's natural
surroundings.

Also, in The Will to Power, Nietzsche writes:
Apollo's misapprehension: the eternity of

beautiful forms, the aristocratic prescription,
'Thus shall it ever be!,
Dionysus: Sensuality and cruelty.

The

perishable nature of existence might be
interpreted as the joy of procreative and
destructive force, as unremitting creation.
(Nietzsche 415)
Of Apollo, Shlain notes that he is asexual or effectively
impotent:
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This serious god epitomizes the masculine
principle out of touch with its feminine
counterpart.
Apollo.

Love and romance seemed to elude

For example, when he tried to woo the

lovely Daphne, he literally could not touch her:
she was so repulsed by his advances she
transformed herself into a laurel tree and escaped
forever.

( 421)

Dionysus on the other hand is sexuality taken to its
ultimate extreme, the theater of sado-masochism.
Although Nietzsche sees himself as the true discoverer
of the Dionysus in our time and classifies himself as a
Dionysian philosopher, he sees Apollonian thought as
obviously praise-worthy and necessary and, above all,
inseparable from the Dionysian.

Severe imbalance toward

either one god or the other leads to destruction.

Nietzsche

points out that the tension between the two competing
deities is the engine of cultural development.

In section

1050 of The Will to Power, he writes:
The further development of art is just as
necessarily bound up with the antagonism of these
two natural art forces, as the further development
of mankind is bound up with the antagonism
sexes.

of the

(416)

Much later, Camile Paglia is to take essentially the
same stance. In Sexual Personae, she writes:
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The Apollonian and Dionysian, two great Western
principles, govern sexual personae in life and
art.

My theory is this: Dionysus is

identification, Apollo objectification.

Dionysus

is the empathic, the sympathetic emotion
transporting us into other people, other places,
other times.

Apollo is the hard, cold separatism

of Western personality and categorical thought.
Dionysus is energy, ecstasy, hysteria,
promiscuity, emotionalism--heedless
indiscriminateness of idea or practice.

Apollo is

obsessiveness, voyeurism, idolatry, fascism-frigidity and aggression of the eye, petrification
of objects. (96)
Nietzsche is clearly more interested in the Dionysian,
because it has slowly been repressed or denied by our
rapidly industrializing society and because he identifies
with the strength and optimism of the Dionysian sentiment.
He seeks openly to reentwine the Apollonian and Dionysian in
the striving of Western culture.

Nietzsche presents his

vision: "The plenitude of power and restraint, the highest
form of self-affirmation in a cool, noble and reserved kind
of beauty: the Apollonianism of the Hellenic will" superimposed on the "extravagance and wildness" at the root of
human nature (416-417).
Nietzsche worships Dionysus but never denies Apollo.
He recognizes this as the escape from the trap of human
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degeneration and destruction.

The Apollonian order alone

imposes a closed system, a stasis of individualism and
restraint which leads to weakness, sterility, and as its
logical consequence, death.

The superabundance and violence

of Dionysus unrestrained rushes to annihilation, but is
again reborn.

In Art and Physics, Shlain points out

that

"According to the ancient Greeks, life's regeneration each
spring was due to his spirit" (420).

Pynchon attempts to

destroy the linear spatialized Apollonian experience of
"reality" and reestablish a Dionysian holistic view by
erasing the boundary lines of sex, race, power, linear time,
plot and individual character.
In its relentless imposition of Apollonian order,
society has lost sight of the worship of Dionysus and a
growing imbalance has been created.

Nietzsche recognizes

this imbalance. He writes:
What then do all modern men--the children of a
crumbling, multifarious, sick and strange age-know of the compass of Greek happiness, how could
they know anything about it!

Whence would the

slaves of 'modern ideas' derive their right to
Dionysian feasts, !

( 418)

The Apollonian being universally preached in Western
society, we must take a closer look at its Dionysion counter
weight and at why it is so frightening to modern Western
society.

It is because Dionysus undermines the very

foundations of our self-image as gods.

He crushes our
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structures, erases our lines and attacks the power that our
system has created and maintains.
what Thomas Pynchon does.

This is also precisely

Josephine Hendin writes of

Pynchon: "He is the Antichrist who offered up his own
destructiveness to illuminate yours.

Pynchon is the one man

who realized that the moralist of our time would have to be
the devil"

(50).

In Dionysus and the City, Spears writes:

Against the Apollonian tradition dominant in
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, with its emphasis
on the normal and rational, the cultivation of the
aristocratic self-sufficient individual, the
criterion of sanity and health, he (Dionysus)
represents the claims of the collective, the
irrational and emotional and abnormal; of the
feminine or androgynous or perverse; of
intoxication and possession, surrender to nonhuman forces; even of disease.

(44)

Dionysus shakes our individual values and frightens the few
prime beneficiaries of man's moral machine--he frightens the
powers that be.

Symbolic power was formerly in quite

different hands.
The Ur-man created gods to symbolize the earth mother
and to fulfill the infant human's needs (Kerenyi 119).

As

man became more and more aware of differentiation and of his
own power as a mover, more and more gods were added.

From

the life giving, female earth mother came a litter of gods
upon whom man imposed a divine politics, a structure.

Man's
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own development depended on technology and his ability to
impose structures.

This made a weak creature potent against

an overwhelming force of nature.
wee bit like a god.

Technology made man feel a

With some regularity, nature would

still permit her voluptuous body the tiniest turn or sigh,
tumbling man's machinations.

Perhaps it was his frustration

at this that moved man to become ever more vehement in
imposing his will upon her in the form of his structures.
Man's growing dependence upon his self-imposed structures
and his war against female earth cults made the creation of
a sterile male god of rational thought natural. Thus, Apollo
was created and embraced completely through the present.
Christianity became a convenient tool for the maintenance of
these Apollonian structures: the fettering of women, the
yoke upon nature and, ergo, the defense of man's ivory
tower.
Against this was set a peculiar god who gives relief
when the chains of man's self-imposed fetters seem too
tight.

It is, however, not surprising that the patriarchs

of our society should recoil at Dionysus, the god who
transcends boundaries, the god to whom all are equal, the
woman's god, who comes to their wives with his "bulls foot,"
who empowers them, and, who is yet so similar to Christ. In
The Will to Power, Nietzsche calls him:
... the religious affirmation of life, of the whole
of life, not of denied and partial life (it is
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typical that in this cult the sexual act awakens
ideas of depth, mystery and reverence).

(420)

Thomas Pynchon demonstrates a Dionysian affirmation of
the whole of life in a number of ways.

The most obvious is

the fact that his characters all tend to embrace any number
of sexual variations, or as Wolfley calls it, a "rainbow
spectrum of sexual orientations" (112).

Pynchon also

creates a very funny scene, involving Roger Mexico and Pig
Bodine, in Gravity's Rainbow, wherein, lists of dishes
featuring bodily excretions are used to break up a dinner
party of the wealthy, powerful and easily disgusted (715716) .

Not only does Pynchon here play on the revulsion of

the Apollonian eye at the Dionysian body, he uses the
Dionysian, or in this case, the vulgar as a weapon of the
preterite class against the Apollonian elect.

All the hired

help enjoy the juvenile fun of making the dinner guests
nauseous and, as Mexico and Bodine leave: "The last black
butler opens the last door to the outside, and escape.
Escape tonight.

'Pimple pie with filth frosting,

gentlemen,' he nods.

And just at the other side of dawning,

you can see a smile" (717).
The affirmation of the whole of life implies also the
affirmation of the wild, the primal and the carnal.

These

are offensive to our social structures, and, as they are
difficult to control, they debase the lofty abstractions of
Apollo and contradict the attempted castration by
Christianity of the primal.

The all-encompassing nature of
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Dionysus is more dangerous to the structures of society than
one would imagine at first glance.

Nietzsche writes, " ... a

Dionysian affirmation of the world, as it is, without
subtraction, exception, or choice--it would have eternal
circular motion ... " (412).
If everything is accepted and embraced, then everything
is permitted.

This would make the system of definition and

exclusion on which the Western moral and societal structures
are based impossible.

Thus, Dionysus attacks Western

values, attacks society and attacks power.
Personae, Camille Paglia writes,

In Sexual

"Dionysus represents

obliteration of the Western eye" (88).
Being an anti-social deity and representing "dangerous''
thoughts is, however, not sufficient to lend a god lasting
significance.

The significance of Dionysus stems from the

power of the natural ideals he represents.

Dionysus pulls

us back to the swamps of the earth mother out of which we
originally crawled.

Dionysus' connection to female power

and to societal attempts to deny it begins at his unusual
birth.

Paglia writes:
Dionysus' androgyny, like Athena's, begins in
a sexually irregular birth.

When his pregnant

mother, Semele, demands her lover prove he is
Zeus, she is burnt to a crisp.

Zeus plucks his

son from her womb, makes a slit in his own thigh,
and sews up the fetus till it comes to term ....
Zeus's artificial womb resembles Adonis' tusk torn
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thigh, a symbol for the castration of the mother
cults.

Zeus's Dionysian pregnancy makes the

symbolic equation of child with penis that Freud
finds in the maternal psyche.

(89)

Despite Zeus's attempt to usurp the position of the
mother, Dionysus remains, in some ways, very much a "mama's
boy."

He wears female clothing and is accompanied by bands

of women.
role.

In his worship, transvestitism plays a major

Among his other names, Dionysus is called Pseudanor,

the fake man (Paglia 89).

Paglia sees great significance in

the cross-dressing (by men and women) of the worshipers of
Dionysus. She writes:
Ritual transvestitism, then and now, is a
drama of female dominance.

There are religious

meanings to all female impersonation, in nightclub
or bedroom.

A woman putting on men's clothes

merely steals social power.

But a man putting on

women's clothes is searching for God .... The Bible
condemns transvestitism as bag and baggage of the
Asiatic mother cults.

(90-91)

Pynchon plays a great deal with androgyny, throughout
his works.

Homosexuality is present either latently or

actively in most of his major characters, feminine and
masculine alike.

Pynchon alludes directly to the

transvestitism of Dionysus in Vineland.

The character of

Zoyd Wheeler, who attempts to retain the spirit of the
Dionysian 60's in the Reagan 80's, must periodically give
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evidence of his "insanity" in order to keep receiving a
government check.

He specializes in defenestrations,

breaking the hothouse insulation.

For the locale of his

most recent escapade, Zoyd chooses between a number of honky
tonks which he enters wearing an over-sized "party dress in
a number of colors that would look good on television"

(4)

and carrying" ... a tailor-made lady's chainsaw, 'tough
enough for timber,' as the commercials said, 'but petite
enough for a purse.

The guide bar, handle grips, and

housing were faced in genuine mother of pearl ... " (6).
Paglia argues that by embracing the mother cult,
Dionysus is embracing humanity's most primal origins in the
sea.

Apollo, who seeks to transcend the physical and create

aesthetic abstractions, is revolted by the feminine and the
primal (Paglia 91-93).

She writes:

Dionysus is the all-embracing totality of mothercult.

Nothing disgusts him, since he contains

everything that is.

Disgust is an Apollonian

response, an aesthetic judgment.

Disgust always

indicates some misalignment toward or swerving
away from the maternal . . . . Aestheticism insists on
the Apollonian line, separating objects from each
other and from nature.
at a melting borderline.

Disgust is Apollonian fear
(93)

Paglia sees this disgust of things feminine as a
manifestation of "intensely repressed sexual feeling" (93).
This leads to an Apollonian obsession with chastity which
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fits in all too well with Christian repression.

Chastity is

clean, but chastity is also non-reproductive and thus leads
to death.

Paglia writes, "Chastity is always a triumph of

Apollo over Dionysus.

It is the sanctity of the object

reclaimed from the dank, clingy liquidity of chthonthian
nature" (94).
Although Judeo-Christian thought -- with its
patriarchal hierarchy, emphasis on laws and power structures
and striving to subjugate all that is physical, vital and
lusty -- espouses essentially Apollonian ideals,
Christianity takes much of its appeal from the Dionysian.
Paglia writes: " ... he (Dionysus) is, with Osiris, the
greatest of the dying gods of mystery religion.

Out of his

worship came two rituals of enormous impact on western
culture, tragic drama and Christian liturgy" (88-89).
There are many similarities between Dionysus and Christ
starting with their patriarchally usurped births.

The birth

of a god was apparently seen as too important to remain in
the power of the mother.

In both, the birth of Dionysus and

the birth of Christ, a male God interfered and became the
prime mover, overshadowing with divine abstraction the
natural, female miracle of childbirth.

As noted above, in

the case of Dionysus' birth, Zeus acted as the mother to
carry the child.

This was a primitive and direct

disempowerment of the female, who for good measure was also
burned up.
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The echoes of Dionysus in the Christ myth do not stop
at similarities concerning their respective births.

The

similarities are manifold, in both individual symbols and in
the significance of the respective gods in their
relationship to the humanity who created them.
same symbols surround the two.

Many of the

The Dionysian epic of

Nonnos, which tells of the invention of viticulture,
includes a serpent which taught Dionysus the use of grape
vines.

It also stresses the relationship to the great

goddess Rhea (Kerenyi 57).
It is primarily intoxication by wine which originally led to
Dionysian knowledge.

In the Bible, it is a serpent which

leads the woman Eve to discover knowledge by rebelling
against the patriarch god's laws and eating the forbidden
fruit.

The mythic snake which led the boy Dionysus to

discover wine making was symbolically represented by the use
of live snakes to adorn the dress of the maenads, the female
worshipers of Dionysus (60).

Kerenyi points out that, like

the Old Testament poets and prophets, Jesus made liberal use
of Dionysian metaphors calling himself "the true vine"
(257).

Kerenyi writes:
When Jeremiah spoke of the originally noble but
later bastard vine of Israel--the closest Old
Testament parallel to these words of Jesus, and
perhaps their model--he remained within the sphere
of metaphor; not so Jesus, who took the direction
of a mystic identity.

In the parable containing

56

these words, the wine grower stands for the father
and the vines for the disciples.

(257-258)

Herein lies the reason behind the systematic
suppression of the Dionysian by official America; not only
is the Dionysus myth similar to the Christ myth, it is at
the very heart of Christian creation theory, and, yet, it is
man's umbilical cord to the pagan and the primal.

In Art &

Physics, Shlain writes:
The sacred shrine at Delphi invested virgin
priestesses with the all important power to see
into the future.

In order for Apollo to gain

control of the oracle, he had to slay the mighty
serpent, Python, a creature sacred to Dionysus.
He accomplished this deed with a new weapon he had
invented--the bow and arrow.

Not only does this

tale present a subtle allegory of how the
aggressive left brain gained dominance over its
older and more primitive opposite; it echoes the
story of Adam, Eve, and the serpent.

The old

testament implies that knowledge, apple, and
serpent are connected.

In Greek, one derivation

of Apollo's name is 'apple.'

( 420-421)

Small wonder then that the moral doctrinaries of the
American government wish to banish the Dionysian; not only
does Dionysus stand in opposition of Apollo, upon whom the
official system of the USA is based, not only is he too
close to Jesus for comfort, but there are no clearly
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distinguishable, demarcations between the myths.

Dionysus

and Apollo, heaven and earth, God and Satan are
interdependent and defined, each by the other, respectively.
Dionysus and Apollo are brothers, both born of Zeus,
representing the inseparable, but opposite halves of the
human psyche.

Both are the patrons of music, with jazz and

rock and roll falling to Dionysus and calmer, less rhythmic
classical music being within the sphere of Apollo.

Shlain

writes:
Two opposite musical modes, representing Apollo
and Dionysus are present even today.

It is no

accident that in all symphony orchestras the
string instruments, descendants of the lyre, are
accorded the dignity and respect of being seated
in the front, while the woodwinds and horns are
positioned behind them.

The reverse, however,

holds true for Jazz, a Dionysian form where the
clarinet, saxophone, and trumpet are proudly out
in front, and the bass, usually the lone string
instrument, takes the background in both position
and role.

(422)

Pynchon seems to be a great aficionado of jazz.

He

makes numerous references to jazz and to particular
Dionysian instruments throughout his works.
particularly apparent in

~,

This is

where the black jazz musician

Mcclintic Sphere, who plays at the jazz club, The V-Note,
and lends his answer to the questions of the times: "keep
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cool, but care" (366).

Pynchon then declares his feelings

directly in Roony's song:
Come out where the wind is cool and the streets
are colonial lanes.

Though the ghosts of a

million Puritans pace in our phony old brains.

I

still get an erection when I hear the reed section
of the Boston Pops (351).
Finally, Pynchon lets the Dionysian and Apollonian
instruments play together in a great chaos, becoming
indistinguishable at the one point where the two halves of
the

~meet,

death (414).

The scene is the impalement at the

crotch, of Su Feng, an opera scene inspired by the "Indian
massacre in America" (413).

Su Feng actually dies on stage

because she forgot to wear the one bit of Apollonian
hardware that might have saved her, "a species of chastity
belt, into which the point of the pole fit" (414).
Both Dionysus and Apollo are also involved with
discerning the future, with Dionysus being the patron of the
intuitive knowledge and Apollo being the patron of
scientific theory and financial and military strategy
(Shlain 420-421).
The Greek philosophers, seen as great in our culture,
had a clear preference for Apollonian thought but recognized
the inseparable nature of the two brothers.

Shlain writes:

... the Greeks recognized their complimentarity.
According to myth, Apollo was in residence at
Delphi for nine months of the year.

Then he left
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and Dionysus ruled for the other three.

Further,

Dionysus' bones are buried at the foot of Apollo's
shrine at Delphi.

( 421)

Clearly, the Greeks recognized the inseparability of
the rival gods Dionysus and Apollo.

Although the American

experiment was an experiment in building a shrine to Apollo
alone, Dionysus was increasingly reasserted in the art and
literature of post World War II America.

Particularly,

Thomas Pynchon recognizes Dionysus growing out of the very
machines and hierarchies that most represent the Apollonian.
Technology is found to grow following Dionysian natural
growth patterns.

The machine in Pynchon's work has a

Dionysion spirit of its own.

Later, the cyber-punk author

William Gibson makes the analogy of both Dionysus and Apollo
as "personalities" of computers the main theme of his award
winning novel Neuromancer.

We must now make the long cultural jump from ancient
Greece to the United States of America; the culture of which
developed as an anomaly in the Western world.

Although it

can, on one hand, be validly argued that U.S. society grew
out of existing Western culture, and an equally strong case
can be made for the United States being an alloy of nearly
all of the existing cultures of the globe, I put forth that
the culture of the United States of America developed from
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an agenda and that this agenda is being actively maintained
to this very day.

By 1900, Anglo-Saxon Protestants still

made up 90% of the men of great wealth in the United States
and even today America has, with one exception, had only
white, Protestant males hold the office of president (Bellah
76).

The radical divergence was Kennedy who was a white

Catholic male.

Official (i.e. white, bourgeois, Protestant

and corporate) America prides itself on its roots to its
pilgrim forefathers.
"world"

These had a clear goal for the new

which had been discovered.

Wertenbaker points to

the delusion of an unassailable religious mandate for the
structures of Puritan society.

He writes:

They were separated from England, also, by the
belief that they were God's chosen people, the
special object of His care and guidance, and that
they had come to America in obedience to his
direct command.

( 7 4)

The early Protestant settlers sought to plant the seed not
of their culture but of their religious zeal in the virgin
land.
The view of the new world as a virgin land is
significant because it allows the belief that America was,
on one hand, a pastoral place unburdened by a sinful
preexisting culture as was left behind in Europe; and, on
the other hand, a howling wilderness to be mastered and
vanquished.

In The Machine in the Garden, Leo Marx writes,

"Most Elizabethan ideas of America were invested in visual
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images of a virgin land.

What most fascinated Englishmen

was the absence of anything like European society" (36).
Marx points out that this ideal still defines America's
official self-image, writing:
The pastoral ideal has been used to define the
meaning of America ever since the age of
discovery, and it has not yet lost its hold on the
native imagination.

(3)

The view of America as an unspoiled land provided the
necessary setting for the new beginning attempted by the
Puritans, but the view of the American wilderness as an evil
to be vanquished justified the execution of the Apollonian
agenda that they saw as the divine design.

Marx writes:

To describe America as a hideous wilderness,
however, is to invisage it as another field for
the exercise of power.

This violent image

expresses a need to mobilize energy, postpone
immediate pleasures, and rehearse the perils and
purposes of the community.

Life in a garden is

relaxed, quiet, and sweet, like the life of
Virgil's Tityrus, but survival in a howling desert
demands action, the unceasing manipulation and
mastery of the forces of nature, including, of
course, human nature.

Colonies established in the

desert require aggressive, intellectual,
controlled and well-disciplined people.

It is

hardly surprising that the New England Puritans
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favored the hideous wilderness image of the
American landscape.

(45)

In America the Apollonian structure could battle directly
against all that was Dionysian and primal.
Here was a theocracy that was, at once, exclusive and
missionary, whose driving force was such insufferable
intolerance that the puritans were driven out of England not
to satisfy the intolerance of the English establishment, but
to avoid further attempts to "purify" the Church of England.
Upon arriving in the new world, the agenda of the Puritans
was to exclude outside influences upon their fledgling
communities and to maintain absolute conformity within them.
The systematic persecution of Quakers was evidence of
Puritan intolerance.

It was by order of the General Court

in 1631, " ... that no man shall be admitted to the freedom of
this body politic but such as are members of some of the
churches (Wartenbaker 65).

As outside pressure increased,

the laws became increasingly xenophobic.

In 1637, a law

decreed that no town could allow outsiders to reside without
the permission of councilmen or magistrates (68).

This law

seems to be a more direct spiritual parent of modern
American I. N. S. regulations than the often cited " ... give
us your tempest tossed ... " inscription on the Statue of
Liberty.

The Puritan religious system has been an important
parent of American culture and perhaps the most frequently
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cited one.

However, corporate culture had also provided an

equally important basis for U.S. societal structures. In The
Puritan Oligarchy, Wertenbaker points out that the Pilgrims
made elaborate contracts (covenants) among themselves and
with God (58).

Nearly all of the first colonies began as

corporations with stock holders and corporate charters as
the basis for limited self-government.

This corporate

structure and the desire for economic laissez faire was
later dubbed democracy and individualism.
Thomas Pynchon not only recognizes the echoes of
Puritan thought in modern American doctrine, freeing oneself
from the rigidity of Puritan intellectual restraints is a
personal matter for him, his having been a prominent Puritan
family.

Pynchon, however, deals with his heritage

indirectly, setting most of his great work, Gravity's
Rainbow, in Europe and making his own ancestors those of
Tyrone Slothrop.

Later in the introduction to his

collection of short stories, Slow Learner, he tells us why:
Displacing my personal experience off into other
environments went back at least as far as 'The
Small Rain.'

Part of this was an unkind

impatience with fiction I felt then to be 'too
autobiographical.,

(23)

The many references to Puritans and Puritan thought
that pepper Gravity's Rainbow and Vineland, however, is an
indication that Calvinist thought is the ideological basis
which must be questioned through the revelations gained in
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the process of the novels.

Pynchon makes this very clear;

when the ghost of Slothrop's first American Ancestor
"William" whispers to Tyrone, it is Pynchon's first American
ancestor William whispering.

In Gravity's Rainbow, William

Slothrop writes a socially critical book, "On Preterition,"
which "had to be published in England" and "which was not
only banned but also ceremonially burned in Boston" (555).
William uses the very Apollonian logic, with its law of
opposites so loved by the Puritans and modern American
society, against them:
Nobody wanted to hear about all the Preterite, the
many God passes over when he chooses a few for
salvation.

William argued holiness for these

'second sheep', without whom there'd be no
elect ....

William felt what Jesus was for the

elect, Judas Iscariot is for the Preterite.
Everything in Creation has its equal and opposite
counterpart.

How can Jesus be an exception? Could

we feel for him anything but horror in the face of
the unnatural, the extracreational?

Well, if he

is the son of man, and if what we feel is not
horror but love, then we have to love Judas too.
Right?

( 555)

The Puritans remain unconvinced and William Slothrop
returns eventually to England.

Pynchon argues that this is

where America went wrong by not accepting the Dionysian
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whole.

He argues, however, that it is not too late to break

down the boundaries of our thinking:
Could he (William) have been the fork in the
road America never took, the singular point she
jumped the wrong way from?

Suppose the

Slothropite heresy had had the time to consolidate
and prosper?

Might there have been fewer crimes

in the name of Jesus, and more mercy in the name
of Judas Iscariot?

It seems to Tyrone Slothrop

that there might be a road back--maybe that
anarchist he met in Zurich was right, maybe for a
little while all the fences are down, one road as
good as another, the whole space of the zone
cleared, depolarized, and somewhere inside the
waste of it a single set of coordinates from which
to proceed, without elect, without preterite,
without even nationality to fuck it up ....

(556)

Pynchon recognizes that the ideals and prejudices of
the Puritans have been carefully preserved by the elite to
this day.

He portrays this in the characters of Major

Marvey and Bloody Chiclitz.

In Gravity's Rainbow, Marvey is

portrayed as the hyperbole of the American 1940's elect, a
sadistic, but moneyed racist surrounded by Harvard
fraternity boy type troops.

Pynchon writes of them:

that Marvy's in tight with those Rolls Roycers who
were after him in Zurich?
to their connections.

Their may be no limit

Marvy is buddies with GE,
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that's Morgan money, there's Morgan money in
Harvard, and surely an interlock someplace with
Lyle Bland. . . .

( 332)

He plays with the fact that Harvard was at once the first
Puritan theological college and is today still the mold of
the elect.

Pynchon writes:
What better place than Zurich to find vanity
again?

It's reformation country, Zwingli's town,

the man at the end of the encyclopedia, and stone
reminders are everywhere.

Spies and big business,

in their element, move tirelessly among the grave
markers.

Be assured there are ex young men, here

in this very city, faces Slothrop used to pass in
the quads, who got initiated at Harvard into the
Puritan mysteries: who took oaths in dead earnest
to respect and to act always in the name of
Vanitas, Emptiness, their ruler ....

(268)

The fraternity boy troops follow Marvy about singing
limericks extolling the virtues of erotically embracing the
machine:
There was a technician named Urban
Who had an affair with a turbine.
'It's much nicer he said,
'Than a woman in bed,
And it's sure as hell cheaper than bourbon!'

(307)

Pynchon makes it clear that the likes of Major Marvy
will continue to make up the elect in post-war America.
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Already at the end of the war, he has a bowl of "Duane
Marvy's Atomic Chili!" waiting and everyman, Slothrop, is
asked to "pull up a pew" (557).

The atomic bomb is what the

"rocket" represents, the final answer to our culture's death
wish.

Marvy's best friend,

"Old Bloody Chiclitz," has post

war America's business future all planned; he thinks,
" ... there's a great future in the V-weapons.
be really big" (558).

They're gonna

And indeed, Chiclitz goes from

producing white American ideology toys like:
... the enormously successful Juicy Jap, the doll
that you fill with ketchup then bayonet through
any of several access slots, whereupon it flies to
pieces, 82 of them, realistically squishy plastic,
all over the room? or-or Shufflin' Sam, the game
of skill where you have to shoot the Negro before
he gets back over the fence with the watermelon, a
challenge to the reflexes of boys and girls of all
ages?

(558)

to becoming the head of the military aerodynamics firm
"Yoyodyne"

in~

(226-227).

Finally, in Vineland, Pynchon

relates how the Puritan ideas are perpetuated in America:
You're up against the True Faith here, some heavy
dudes, talking crusades, retribution, closed
ideological minds passing on the Christian
Capitalist Faith intact, mentor to protege,
generation to generation, living inside their
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power, convinced they're irmnune to all the history
the rest of us have to suffer. . . .

( 232)

Although the United States of .America has over time
become an exceedingly complex society subject to innumerable
cultural influences, the core beliefs and prejudices of the
Puritans are still echoed by our modern doctrinaries.

As

Bellah puts it in the Broken Covenant, "In the beginning,
and to some extent, ever since, .Americans have interpreted
their history as having religious meaning" (2).

Bellah sees

the Protestant religious tradition filling the vacuum of an
empty culture.

Bellah writes:

During the .American Revolution, as we have seen,
the traditions of Protestant covenant theology and
republican liberty were joined together, but the
seam was still highly visible.

By the time of the

Civil War the fusion was complete, the garment
seamless.

There were few forms of public

expression in early .America that could cormnunicate
a deeply imaginative symbolism.

We never had a

tradition of a national theater: and poetry,
fiction, and the fine arts were but uncertainly
institutionalized by the mid-19th century.

Almost

the only popular forms with a deep .American
tradition behind them were the sermon (along with
the related form of the political oration) and the
hymn.

( 53)
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In a diluted streamlined and more sellable form,
Puritan values still
America.

make up the canon of official white

Thus, it remains interesting to glance at the

original beliefs.

As Perry Miller points out in The New

England Mind, "Puritan creed" was not only obsessed with
formal logic but was based on the " ... conviction that the
universe conformed to a definite ascertainable truth, and
that human existence was to be had only upon the terms of
that truth" (5).

Miller also points out that the New

Englanders of the time were Ramists.

Ramist logic is a

classification of dichotomies, dividing everything into
halves until only indivisible entities remain.

Of the

Ramists, Francis Bacon writes:
Men of this sort torture things with their laws of
method, and whatever does not conveniently fall in
these dichotomies, they either omit or pervert
beyond nature, so that , so to speak, when the
seeds and kernels of science are springing forth,
they gather so many dry and empty husks.
The Puritan's thinking was purely Apollonian.

( 127)
The

nature of God was, to the puritans, incomprehensible, but an
"imperfect description" of Him may be pieced together by
consulting a list of attributes (Miller 10-11).

For the

Puritans, the facts are in the written word, and writing is
the realm of Apollo.

Miller writes, "They saw no opposition

between the spirit of religion and the letter of
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theology ... " (6).

The distinction between man and God,

however, was sacred.

Dionysian truth was banned.

Apollo is the disembodied eye and Dionysus is
profoundly sensual.

The Apollonian Puritans, not

surprisingly, deeply distrusted everything carnal, calling
them "vile," "filthy" and "unclean" (Bellah 67).

Bellah

notes, "The body and especially sex were dangerous because
they had the power to pull man away from his dependence on
God and make him find his principle in himself" (67).

Along

with the hatred of man's own body came a fear of the power
that women had over that body.

Wertenbaker writes, "The

Puritans believing that woman was one of Satan's chief
instruments for gaining control over men's souls, insisted
that she hide as much of herself as possible" (166).
Perversely, Dionysus' chief worshipers, women, were not only
condemned by the Puritans as Satan's instruments and
severely restricted in their actions, but as Bellah points
out, in "Protestant tradition" that women " ... have come
almost to replace the clergyman as the guardian of the
American conscience" (80).

But, it was not just a Dionysus

in the abstract upon whom the Puritans waged war.

This is

evident in their particular aversion to the joyous European
continuation of the Dionysian tradition of the maypole
festivities.

The Puritans referred to the Maypole

festivities directly as " ... beastly practices of the mad
Bacchanalians" (Wertenbaker 163).

The Puritans also

strongly condemned the Dionysian realms of music and
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dancing.

In one of his tirades against lifting one's glass

to the health of a friend, Cotton Mather essentially equates
Dionysus with Satan:
It is too notorious to be denied that it was
originally a heathen custom to drink those which
were to be called the cups of health.

That which

very much adds to the obligation lying upon
Christians to abandon this relic of paganism is
the idolatrous and diabolical intentions that gave
the first rise onto it.

We are assured from all

the monuments of antiquity that the health drunk
by the pagans were first of all drink offerings to
their demons....

(Wertenbaker 164)

The Protestant aversion against all things Dionysian
and its corollary oppression of women, in my opinion, stems
mainly from a political desire to maintain rigid social
control and racist male power structures using, as a device,
strict Apollonian hierarchies and dichotomies made
unassailable by the myth of divine mandate.

Wertenbaker

writes:
And since the established order was the direct
work of God, planned especially for his elect, to
attempt to overthrow it, even to criticize it, was
the most hideous of crimes (75).
Wertenbaker points out that in addition to the fact that the
early Puritan settlements were theocracies there were rigid
systems of social control.

A comical example, when seen in
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the light of Apollonian distinctions and barriers, had to do
with the practices concerning fences.

It was the duty of

each family to maintain their section of built-to-regulation
fence and obedience to this was policed by "town fence
viewers"

(53).

On the darker side, the Puritans maintained

a system of social control based on "tithing men," much akin
to the Nazi system of Gauleiter but later mirrored to some
extent by the system of institutionalized denunciation in
effect in the United States under the McCarthy, Nixon and
Reagan eras of repression, to which Pynchon so often refers
in Vineland.

Wertenbaker writes:

In fact, some of the towns had what today would be
called a snooping committee, whose duty it was to
pry into the conduct of their neighbors to see
that they lived up to the rigid puritanical
standards.

Tithing men, they were called, because

each one had supervision over the ten families who
lived nearest him.

If he noted that any one of

these families neglected private worship, or
failed to observe Sabbath properly, or were guilty
of intemperance, or used profane language, or
idled away their time, he was required by law to
report it to the nearest magistrate.

( 165)

The maintenance of class structures was also an important
Puritan concern.

In 1634, the High court declared: "We

cannot but ... declare our utter detestation ... that men or
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women of mean condition should take upon them the garb of
gentlemen" (Wartenbaker 167).
The third structure which greatly influenced American
culture was racism for profit.

This also, of course, was

never uniquely American, but, in the extent to which it was
practiced, it was an integral part of the culture of
colonialism.

It is hard to escape the irony in the fact

that the USA, the first major colonies to successfully rebel
against white European imperialism, were also to become
among the most notorious engines of colonialism.
As this is not a sociological work, the complex issue
of racism cannot be done justice here.

The writer will here

only attempt to treat racism as a function of an obsession
with structure by the ruling elite.

Taking greed for profit

and a desire to dominate as constant in the human condition,
racial structures and the simple binary of white and nonwhite provide an elegant paradigm for exploitation.
The story of racism, genocide and slavery in the United
States begins with the delusion of the white, Protestant
settlers that they were the chosen people of a superior race
doing God's work.

Already, the Puritans believed that they

were settling in Terra Nulius, where the inhabitants were
subhumans.

In Righteous Empire, Marty writes:
The conquering Protestants regularly employed
imperial language.

As early as 1610, Virginia

colonists were connecting missionary work with
conquest and barter.

If the Indians could not be
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converted 'apostolically, without the help of
man, ' they would have to be approached
'imperiallie (as) when a Prince, hath conquered
their bodies, that the preachers may feede their
souls.'

The English would 'merchandize and trade'

the natives 'pearls of earth' for 'the pearls of
heaven'

( 5) .

This practical approach showed how early in the history
of North America it was realized that religious zeal and
racism combined to make good business for the white man.

By

1702, Cotton Mather, a Harvard man, already took a darker
view of Native Americans, writing:
we may guess that probably the devil decoyed those
miserable savages hither, in hopes that the Gospel
of the Lord Jesus Christ would never come here to
destroy or disturb his absolute empire over them.
(Marty 6)
By 1830, the Indian Removal Bill set the terms for America's
first policy of "Apartheid" or spatial separation from the
whites who wanted the Indian lands, although removal often
meant outright extermination (Marty 7).

The desire for a

"final solution" to the "problem" of the continued existence
of America's indigenous population became a part of American
culture.

Religion was invoked as justification.

Marty

points to the chapter heading of a typical 1860 school book
which read "The White Race the Normal or Typical Race" and
to an article in a late nineteenth century school text which
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enlightens the pupils that it is a "well-established law of
nature, that causes an inferior race to yield to a superior
when one comes into contact with the other" (14).

In the

twentieth century, Theodore Roosevelt said, "I don't go so
far as to say that the only good Indians are dead Indians,
but I believe nine out of ten are, and I shouldn't inquire
too closely into the case of the tenth"

(Marty 12).

Thomas Pynchon reflects the genocide committed against
the Native American in his description in V of the massacre
of some eighty percent of the Herera peoples in Deutsch SudWest Afrika.

He treats genocide as a universal human

phenomenon by quickly comparing the genocide perpetrated
against the Herero to the Nazi genocide of World War II, and
he makes the issue yet more complex by later having Herera
serve as German rocket scientists in Gravity's Rainbow.
Pynchon, however, distinguishes the genocide perpetrated by
whites against non-whites by emphasizing the at once
patriarchal attitude of the perpetrators and their
simultaneous feeling of being besieged as a race.

Pynchon

exemplifies both attitudes in the person of the white
farmer,

Fopple.

Fopple, much like the 1950's American man

escaping the blackness at the heart of his cities for wellpoliced, trimmed-lawned suburbs, so clean and white on their
surface, sets out to weather a Herera uprising and the
subsequent second extermination campaign, by bunkering
himself in his farm to celebrate Fasching and a continuing
siege-party, made piquant by trivial vices.

At the core of
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the "besieged" farm,

in its basement, Pynchon reveals to

Mondaugen the true relationship between the self-styled, Old
Testament God white man and his black victim:
As if the entire day had come into being only to
prepare him for this, he discovered a Bondel male,
face down and naked, the back and buttocks showing
scar tissue from old sjambokings as well as more
recent wounds, laid open across the flesh like so
many toothless smiles.

Hardening himself, the

weakling Mondaugen approached the man and listened
for breathing or a heartbeat, trying not to see
the white vertebra that winked at him from one
long opening.
'Don't touch him.,

Fopple stood holding a

sjambock or cattle whip of giraffe hide, tapping
the handle against his leg in a steady, syncopated
figure.

'He doesn't want you to help.

sympathize.
sjambok.'

Even to

He doesn't want anything but the
Raising his voice until it found the

hysterical-bitch level Fopple always affected with
Bondels:
'You like the sjambok, don't you Andreas.'
Andreas moved his head feebly and whispered;
'Baas ... '
'Your people have defied the government,' Fopple
continued,

'they've rebelled, they have sinned.

General von Trotha will have to come back to
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punish you all.

He'll have to bring his soldiers

with the beards and the bright eyes, and his
artillery that speaks with a loud voice.
will enjoy it, Andreas.

How you

Like Jesus returning to

earth, von Trotha is coming to deliver you.
joyful; sing hymns of thanks.

Be

And until then love

me as your parent, because I am von Trotha's arm
and the agent of his will.,

(240)

Several interwoven themes and devices which Pynchon
will use over and over are evident in this relatively early
and straight forward treatment of racial questions in V.
The color white, as above, referring to the exposed
vertebra, represents death.

However, Pynchon makes a point

of connecting the white, the death, also with blacks as
often as possible.

The message here is simple; death runs

through each of us alike, independent of race.

Death is the

exposed spine and the only apparent axis of life.

Later in

Gravity's Rainbow, however, the message becomes more complex
as the Herero Schwarzkomando is in intimate connection with
all of the symbols of whiteness and death, is, in fact,
working for the rocket.

Through that convolution of

affairs, Pynchon makes it clear that death is the aim of a
culture to which the white race (assuming for the sake of
argument that there is such a beast) predominantly
subscribes, but that the culture of death is not racially
exclusive nor necessarily a function of race.
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The second major theme emphasized in the above passage
is the patriarchal nature which even Fopple recognizes in
white, Western culture.

White man imposes his own

patriarchal vision of the son unable to rid himself of the
father on the uncomprehending culture he victimizes.
Perhaps it alleviates the pain of his own religious
affliction to place himself in the role of his oppressive
god and father figure while the black or Indian must play
the son.
Finally, the last paragraph of the above passage
presents an interesting preview of what will be the
predominant theme of Gravity's Rainbow: redemption, escape,
hope and promise all fulfilled through death.
comes to deliver the Herero, "like Jesus''

Von Trotha

(240).

Jesus is as wrathful as an Old Testament god.

Fopple's

But, that

does not matter, because in a culture based on bringing
about its own death, what difference does it make whether
the light at the end of the tunnel is paradise or an
oncoming train, what matters is that it is finally the end
of the tunnel.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, U.S. Senator
Albert J. Beveridge spoke before the U.S. Senate after
returning from a tour of the American colonies of the
Philippines.

He eloquently expressed the official American

policy for putting down the Filipino movement for selfdetermination in the light of a divine racist mandate for
Americans as a Teutonic nation:
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God has not been preparing the English-speaking
and Teutonic peoples for a thousand years for
nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and
self-admiration.

No.

He made us master

organizers of the world to establish system where
chaos reigned.

He has given us the spirit of

progress to overwhelm the forces of reaction
throughout the earth.

He has made us adept in

government that we may administer government among
savage and senile peoples.

Were it not for such a

force as this the world would relapse into
barbarism and night.

And of all our race He has

marked the American people as His chosen nation to
finally lead in the redemption of the world.
(Bellah 38)
As strange as it might seem to the modern reader, official
American policy seems not to have changed much on racia1
questions.

Eli B. Greene points out in Children of Cain

that although the discovery of the death camps in Nazi
Germany in the 1940's caused a minor flutter about the
distastefulness of genocide by 1951 the United States chose
not to sign the International Genocide Treaty (49).
The sub-committee of the United States Senate, who were
discussing the Genocide Treaty, came to the conclusion that
the treaty was too binding to be signed by the United
States, as it would hold member states liable for acts of
genocide against their own nationals.

Greene writes:
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In other words, it seems that the Senate wishes to
retain the right to inflict genocide upon its own
citizens without being bound to explanations to
foreign powers (55).
Unlike the Native Americans who possessed something the
white, Protestant settlers wanted, but who proved too free
in spirit to be useful as chattel themselves, Africans were
imported to act as human machinery in the rape of the virgin
land.

They were not exterminated because they were

economically necessary and, beyond their bodies, had nothing
the whites wanted.

Nonetheless, the very fact that they

were not white caused them to be perceived as dangerous and
inferior.

Obviously, this perception did not change with

the end of the Civil War.

In the words of the "Great

Emancipator", Abraham Lincoln, himself in his speech at the
4th joint Debate Charleston Sept. 18, 1858:
I am not, nor have I ever been, in favor of
bringing about the in any way the social and
political equality of the white and black races;
That I am not, nor ever have been in favor of
making voters of the free Negroes, or jurors, or
qualifying them to hold office.

I will say that

in addition there is a physical difference between
white and black races, which, I suppose will
forever forbid the two races living together upon
terms of social and political equality; and
inasmuch as they cannot so live, that while they
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remain together, there must be the position of the
superiors and the inferiors, and that I, as much
as any other man, am in favor of the superior
position being assigned to the white man.

(1)

And after the Civil War, a virtual Apartheid system in the
United States lasted into the second half of this century.
What exactly it was about the divergence from what
America sees as its dominant race that makes other racial
groups seem so dangerous to the system of values is a
complex issue.

I believe that official America having

chosen an almost purely Apollonion philosophy have doomed
themselves into making divisions of colored/white,
inferior/superior and of course good/bad.

Having, beyond

that, identified themselves with the Apollonian bodyless
brain; they have by their rule of opposites identified all
non-white races, particularly the African Americans, with
Dionysian sensuality.

The black man becomes the body that

the white man denies himself.

Bella writes:

The fundamental notion of dividing society into
saints and sinners, separating the saints from the
sinners as much as possible, and then instituting
a system of external controls to bring the sinners
into at least outer conformity with the moral
expectations of the saints, originally had nothing
to do with the relations between ethnic and racial
groups.

But it was not long before certain of the

characteristic traits of sinners were projected
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onto whole groups of people.

Both Indians and

Blacks were seen by the earliest Americans as
prone to every kind of sinful impulse -- rampant
sexuality, bloodthirstiness, and sloth.

When the

allegedly sinful group was external to society,
the dialectic of saint and sinner could fuse with
notions of chosen people and holy war to justify
extraordinary hostility and aggression against the
despised group.

( 101)

This body that the black man represents is naturally a hated
thing because, as Norman O. Brown points out in life Against
Death: " ... the Christian is split into two dimensions,
spirit that belongs to Christ and flesh that belongs to the
Devil"

(215).

Pynchon often treats the serious issue of race with a
grim kind of humor.

In the famous Rose Ballroom scene in

Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon turns to Norman 0. Brown's
theories about white male Protestant anal-retentiveness.

As

Josephine Hendon so aptly phrases it: "The history of male
striving for control can be written in excrement ...

(43).

In Life Against Death, Norman O. Brown points out that
Luther at once saw the devil as "the personified death
instinct" (220) and as something anal,
being the devil's anus

(229).

the center of hell

In the above mentioned scene,

Slothrop dreams (an entry into Apollo's realm) that he loses
his harp in the toilet and must crawl in after it (63).
sodium amytal-induced dream causes Slothrop to fear being

The
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anally raped by black men while his head is in the toilet
(64).

Wolfley writes:
Slothrop's Orpheus-like trip down the toilet in
pursuit of his 'Harp' is a descent into a comicJungian underworld of white stereotypes about
blacks, and tells us more about Slothrop's Puritan
ancestors and their living presence in
contemporary racism than about friendly Slothrop
as an individual.

(110)

These early fears subconsciously entertained even by
Slothrop foreshadow the world of white, Protestant fears
that are the fiber of the book.
Wolfley identifies the key passage of the scene which
lends great insight into American race relations:
Well there's one place where Shit 'n' Shingle do
come together, and that's at the men's toilet at
the Roseland Ballroom, the place Slothrop departed
from on his trip down the toilet ....

Shit, now is

the color white folks are afraid of.

Shit is the

presence of death, not some abstract-arty
character with a scythe but the stiff and rotting
corpse itself inside the whiteman's warm and
private own asshole, which is getting pretty
intimate.

That's what the white toilet is for.

You see many brown toilets?

Nope, toilet's the

color of gravestones, classical columns and
mausoleums, that white porcelain's the very emblem

84

of Odorless an Official Death.

Shinola shoe-shine

polish happens to be the color of Shit.

Shoeshine

boy Malcolm's in the toilet slappin' on the
Shinola, working off whiteman's penance on his sin
of being born the color of Shit

n

Shinola.

(111)
In it, we see that Pynchon is very aware of the deeper fear
that lies behind racism and its indivisibility from
Protestant anal fixation,

classical Western culture and the

ensuing rift between the natural and the "Official."
In the case of African Americans, however, the very
forced separation from white Protestant culture that
resulted in many economic, political and psychological
disadvantages for the minority group, allowed American
Blacks to develop a much more Dionysian counter culture than
full assimilation would have permitted.

African American

counter culture was seminal in the development of much of
what is internationally accepted as American culture in
music, dance, art and literature.

It is noteworthy that the

"Beat Generation" chose as their ''secret Heroes" the bop
musicians, Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie (Charters
xvii).

White artists realized that there was to be found in

Afro-American culture a spirit of Dionysus of which white
America had become devoid.

Darius James directs us to

Doctor Snakeskin's, The Blackman's Guide to Seducing White
Women With the Amazing Power of Voodoo:
... present-day urban America has spawned a new
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generation of loa out of concrete and steel, out
of radio and TV, out of comics and film.

The new

loa are invoked by beat-box rhythm, Burroughsian
cutup, industrial music, and the extreme edges of
performance art.
Malcolm X is celebrated as a new loa in the Petro
pantheon.
In the Western mind, rooted as it is in
rationalism and Christian dogma, a dichotomy
exists between

Europe and Africa.

Europe

represents the foreground of the conscious.
Africa is the repository of all that is vile,
unspeakable, and taboo in the dark subconscious.
When the 'detail' of the European conscious is
reconciled with the 'patterns' of the African
subconscious, the cultural consequences for the
Western mind will be devastating ....

(2)

Culture develops when the existing thesis of mores,
beliefs, rituals and traditions are challenged by a countercultural antithesis or by outside stimuli and an eventual
synthesis is achieved.

In Europe, this occurred within the

long established framework of Apollonian and Dionysian
influences maintaining a rough societal tension even while
political structures where being overthrown. In the United
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States of America, there was no such balanced framework as
the very goal of the societal project was essentially
Apollonian.
Aside from being a pre-planned society, American
culture is also unique in another important aspect, the
break-neck speed of its development.

What is now the United

States of America developed from a wilderness with seemingly
unlimited resources into the primary producer of global nonculture in a few hundred years.

Leo Marx refers to an 1850

article in an American magazine which with great enthusiasm
describes a backward land where " ... wild beasts, and still
wilder Indians wandered over the lands ... "

making the

" ... transition from a wild and barbarous condition to that
of the most elaborate civilization ... " in a kind of
explosion, almost instantaneously (203).

Marx sees exactly

the "raw landscape" of this virgin land as giving " ... the
progressive impulse an electric charge ... " (203).
Modern American culture began, unlike other cultures,
not from out of the land and the tribe but despite them.

In

America, there was no primal mother giving birth to her
peoples but a virgin land to be subdued and plundered.
Dionysus was the "howling wilderness" and Apollo the white
invader.

The aboriginal cultures were not integrated as in

the Hispanic new world but summarily eradicated or pushed
aside.

In Latin America, the Spanish and the Portuguese

were beyond a doubt cruel and ruthless, but they were
absorbed by the aboriginal cultures; the races intermarried
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and blended with aboriginal religions, Condomble and
Santaria being practiced alongside Catholicism to this day
(Gonzalez-Wippler 7).

In the USA of today, Native Americans

and their cultures and religions have all but disappeared
from official culture.

Far from the popular myth of the

"melting pot," newly arrived immigrants were quickly
cleansed of their names and cultures and made to fit into
the white, English-speaking structures.

The United States

of America is a structured design made possible by creative
systems, an Apollonian triumph.
The speed and the thoroughness of this achievement were
made possible by quantum leaps in technology and by the
abject worship of machines and their productive bounty.

In

America, the machine had few deeply rooted social structures
to overcome.

As Marx points out, "From Jefferson's

perspective, the machine is a token of that liberation of
the human spirit to be realized by the young American
Republic; the factory system, on the other hand, is but
feudal oppression in a slightly modified form" (150).
The machine was the key to the exploitation of the
continent, the key to power and expansion.

The machine,

however, was not to be separated from the factory system,
and America was not to remain as idyllic as Jefferson
imagined.

As early as 1791, a young Philadelphia merchant

named Tench Coxe was to become a powerful proponent of the
developing manufacturing interest (Marx 151).
represented the machine to America as:

Coxe
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another 'natural means of happiness' decreed by
the creator in his design of the continent.

So

far from conceding that there might be anything
alien or 'artificial' about mechanization, he
insists that it is inherent in 'nature' both
geographic and human.

(Marx 161)

As Marx points out, it was at the time very popular to view
nature as an intricate machine, following God's blueprints
and obeying Newton's laws (163).

The metaphor of the

machine was also applied to the American Constitution in
reference to the system of checks and balances between the
three "delicately synchronized branches of government
(165).
Modern man's obsession with the machine is one of
Thomas Pynchon's major themes.

His first novel,

~'

is

primarily concerned with the Zeitgeist that has produced
this obsession.

~

stands for a cultural development in

which the emotional and creative has been separated from the
rational, and their only convergence is at the point of the
V, in death.
(210).

V is "A gaudy dream, a dream of annihilation"

In a very memorable scene, v, as the "Bad Priest,"

is disassembled by the children of Malta.
mechanical parts, the fetishes of our time.

V is made up of
Our ever

growing fascination with linear time is symbolized by the
clock in her eye socket (343).

V is the Apollonian dream, a

dream-world of the inanimate (346).

Worship of the

inanimate, however, leads to the "Kingdom of Death" (411).

89

Pynchon writes of Vas, and with her, our cultures fear of
fitting into any Dionysian whole that, as does all life,
will eventually include death.

This fear would either lead

her to:
... come to establish eventually so many controls
over herself that she became--to Freudian,
behaviorist, man of religion, no matter--a purely
determined organism, an automation, constructed,
only quaintly, of human flesh.

Or, by contrast,

might have reacted against the above, which we
have come to call Puritan, by journeying even
deeper into a fetish country until she became
entirely and in reality--not merely as a love game
with any Melanie--an inanimate object of desire.
(411)
And, indeed, V turns her lover Melanie into an object
by:
... burning tiny holes with the tip of her
cigarette, through the skirt of the young
girl .... She was writing ma fetiche,
rimmed holes.

in black

The sculptress wore no lingerie.

So that when the lady finished the words would be
spelled out by the young sheen of the girl's
thighs.

(403)

This is exactly the appeal of the fetish, the cold inanimate
Apollonian with just a hint of the powerful chaos of the
Dionysian body underneath.

V explains this to her lover,
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Melanie, differentiating between the Apollonian abstract and
the forbidden Dionysian body:
'Do you know what a fetish is?

Something of a

woman which gives pleasure but is not a woman.
shoe, a locket ... une jaretiere.

A

You are the same,

not real but an object of pleasure.' and 'What are
you like unclothed? A chaos of flesh.'

(405)

In Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon creates several more
complex relationships between man and machine.

Most

obviously, there is the rocket as the icon of the age.

The

rocket is the clear nexus between penis and death.
Slothrop's penis is, in fact, directly tied to the rocket,
his penis getting hard whenever it hits and the map of his
conquests in London matching exactly the map of rocket hits
(87).

Blicero's and, of course, Gottfried's sexuality are

also tied to the rocket, as is Enzian's and the zone
Herero's cultural identity.

Pynchon writes:

... there were Germans, even SS troops, who called
the rocket Der Pfau.

'Pfau Zwei.'

Ascending in a

ritual of love ... at Brennschluss it is done--the
Rocket's purely feminine counterpart, the zero
point at the center of its target has
submitted(223).
Pfau, of course, means Peacock in German.

This word is

pronounced like the German letter v. Pynchon creates a pun
which associates the rocket with a peacock, which usually
stands for vanity--the vanity of the Puritans.

The rocket
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is the point of the V, the denied middle between opposites.
It is where the Dionysian and Apollonian merge.

It is man's

ultimate attempt to free himself of the natural, carnal,
worldly; but, in its parabola he is dragged back down by
gravity, as he knows he will be, to merge with the whole, in
death.
The second major relationship between man and machine
is the concept of synthesis.

Synthetics, developed at Du

Pont by the "Great Synthesist'', Caruthers are related
directly to man's desire to escape the limits of his body
and the natural and tied into the ''System", capitalism, and
racism:
His classic study of large molecules spanned the
decade of the twenties and brought us directly to
nylon, which not only is a delight to the
fetishist and a convenience to the armed
insurgent, but was also, at the time and well
within the System, an announcement of
Placticisity's central canon: that chemists were
no longer at the mercy of nature.

They could

decide what properties a molecule should have and
then go ahead and build it ....

The target

property most often seemed to be strength--f irst
among Plasticity's virtuous triad of Strength,
Stability and Whiteness (Kraft, Standfestigkeit
und WeiBe: how often these were taken for Nazi
graffiti, and indeed how indistinguishable they
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commonly were on the rain-brightened walls ....
(249-250)
And, to make the point yet more clear, Pynchon relates
synthesis to the Garden and the Fall.

Western man's central

set of opposites, Dionysus and Apollo, is knowledge,
knowledge of good and evil and of their respective
opposition.

Good and evil can, however, also be transposed

and mean synthetics and the natural:
It is never clear how rhetorical any of Jamf's
questions are.

'Who sent this new serpent to our

ruinous garden, already too fouled, too crowded to
qualify as any locus of innocence--unless
innocence be our age's neutral, our silent passing
into the machineries of indifference--something
that Kelkule's Serpent had come to--not to
destroy, but to define to us the loss of ... we had
been given certain molecules, certain combinations
and not others ... we used what we found in Nature,
unquestioning, shamefully perhaps--but the Serpent
whispered,

'They can be changed....

(413)

God herself was popularly seen in a purely Apollonian
light in the America, in the late 18th century.

America's

early manufacturing interest made use of the Puritan idea of
God's divine plan to propagate the machine.

A very vocal

proponent of this view was Timothy Walker, who saw the
cosmos as" ... a Knowable, rational and mathematically
precise blueprint" (Marx 185).

Marx quotes Walker:
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'When we attempt to convey an idea of the infinite
attributes of the Supreme Being ... we point to the
stupendous machinery of the universe.'

A new

power machine then is not simply a useful
implement, it is a kind of totem.

(185)

Marx describes Walkers view of "technological progress as
evidence that man is gaining access to the divine plan ... ,"
the ultimate goal of this progress being " ... that mankind is
destined to arrive at a state, like that enjoyed by the
ruler of a universe which operates like clockwork, of pure
immobility, or pure consciousness" (185-186).
In Walker we again see the idealization of a purely
Apollonian world of the actionless, bodiless eye which is
rational but distant, combined with and justified by the
Puritan idea of a blueprint expressing God's will.

In

Walker we also see the natural extension of this thinking
leading first to slavery and then to the machine.

America's

legacy of combining Aristotelian logic with divine fiat
creates a situation in which the end not only justifies but
morally demands the means.

In the Western obsession with

logic and proofs, it is the internal infallibility of the
syllogism that becomes important and not the ethics attached
to the original premise.

Once the original premise is

accepted, and the mechanisms of formal logic started, the
final solution becomes unavoidable.

If the premise is that

God has chosen one people, then all others can be enslaved;
or, as in Nazi Germany, if one people is defined as a

94

problem, then the logical answer becomes their extermination
without the immorality of the original premise being
revisited or the absurdity of the result becoming apparent,
as it would to one who is not blinded by binary thinking.
In refuting the charge against mechanization made by
Schiller and Carlyle that it produced a hollow culture,
Walker took the example of ancient Greece; pointing out that
their intellectual greatness was made possible only by the
system of slavery and that as machines could now toil for
man, slaves would no longer be needed (Marx 189).
The much hailed .American freedom became more a symbol
of unfettered industrial power than of individual liberty.
On the continent and in England, the artistic sentiment had
begun to turn against the machine by the early 1800's.

In

his Letters upon the Aesthetical Education of Man (1795),
the German author Friedrich Schiller wrote of the alienation
of the individual and the decline of contemporary culture:
Man himself, eternally chained down to a little
fragment of the whole, only forms a kind of
fragment; having nothing in his ears but the
monotonous sound of the perpetually turning wheel,
he never develops the harmony of his being; and
instead of imprinting the seal of humanity on his
being, he ends up being nothing more than the
living impress of the craft to which he devotes
himself, of the science that he cultivates.
very partial and paltry relation, linking the

This
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isolated members to the whole, does not depend on
forms that are given spontaneously; for how could
a complicated machine which shuns the light,
confide itself to the free will of man?

(169-170)

Schiller was brought to the attention of America through the
influential English writer Thomas Carlyle (Marx 170).

In

interpreting Carlyle, Marx writes:
To say that men have grown 'mechanical' in head
and heart is to say that they now over-value those
aspects of life which are calculable and
manipulatable and, by the same token, that they
neglect the whole sphere of the spontaneous, the
imaginative--all that springs from the inner
resources of the psyche ....

(175)

In other words, this represents a victory of Apollo over
Dionysus.

This was quickly reflected in the most

rudimentary forms of American literature.

For instance, the

American legend of John Henry revolves around the defeat of
the individual worker by the machine.
It was the machine and corporate structures that
propelled the United States of America to superpower status
in the international arena.

The meaning of individual

existence ceased being the achievement of a full, or even
pure, life but became production.

The person, or, as one

now commonly says, the "individual", became more and more
alienated from his environment.

Marx quotes Erich Fromm:

"Alienation is essentially experiencing the world and
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oneself passively, receptively, as the subject separated
from the object" (177).

In 1844, German

philosopher/economist Karl Marx wrote: "The machine in a
capitalist setting helps to transform the worker into a
commodity for sale on the labor market," and pointing to the
product of capitalist industry, "The devaluation of the
human world ... increases in direct relation with the
increase in value of the world of things" (L. Marx 177).
Much more recently Herbert Marcuse explained alienation of
Western man in Eros and Civilization. Leo Marx writes:
Herbert Marcuse attributes this state of psychic
powerlessness to the increasing repression of
instinctual drives made necessary by a more and
more complicated technological order.

To satisfy

the imperatives of the mechanized society, men are
called upon to endure an intolerable curbing of
their spontaneous erotic and passional selves
(178).
What Marcuse is effectively saying is that the alienation of
modern man has come about through the systematic denial of
the Dionysian spirit in a society obsessed with things
Apollonian.
In Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon uses the example of
twentieth century German man to represent all modern Western
men.

He describes the fate that awaits us:
... the German male at puberty.

On their backs in

the meadows and the mountains, watching the sky,
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masturbating, yearning.

Destiny waits, a darkness

latent in the texture of the summer wind.

Destiny

will betray you, crush your ideals, deliver you
into the same detestable Burgerlichkeit as your
father, sucking at his pipe on Sunday strolls
after church past the row houses by the river-dress you in the gray uniform of another family
man, and without a whimper you will serve out your
time, fly from pain to duty, from joy to work,
from commitment to neutrality.
this to you.

Destiny does all

(162)

Pynchon's view of alienation is bleak but personal and,
thus, changeable.
Pirsig, in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance,
refers to a "death force" growing out of Western
technological society which is, in some ways, very similar
to Pynchon's view (15).

Pirsig also makes the Dionysus and

Apollo dichotomy calling them "Romantic" and "Classical"
respectively.

For Pirsig, however, the alienation stems not

only from an imbalance in favor of the classical or
Apollonian, but from a loss of meaning behind the thought
which he refers to as "Quality''(l91).

Quality is a

combination of ethics and aesthetics necessary in every
creative process to lend meaning to the activity.

This

concept of quality seems impossible to maintain if only pure
reason is given credibility, but, without it, society does
not know what it is doing, or what it is looking for;

98

everything becomes meaningless (194).

Pirsig describes

modern America:
There's this primary America of freeways and jet
flights and TV and movie spectaculars.

And people

caught up in this primary America seem to go
through huge portions of their lives without much
consciousness of what's immediately around them.
The media have convinced them that what's right
around them is unimportant.
they're lonely.

And that's why

You see it in their faces.

First

the little flicker of searching, and then when
they look at you, you're just a kind of an object.
You don't count.
for.

You're not what they're looking

You're not on TV (322).

Eric Bogosian also offers an insightful and very funny
treatment of the difficulty encountered by modern American
society of distinguishing between reality and the Hyperbole
fed us by Hollywood and TV.

The result is a stratification

of society into those who matter because they are like the
people in the movies and those who don't matter.

In Notes

from Underground, Bogosian presents a group of yuppies
having a power lunch at an "in" restaurant and voicing their
delusions:
ELLEN

We are the operators!

of the world.
and it happens.

We are the mind

We and our fellows think something
We are the most powerful elite in
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the most powerful country in the history of the
world
STAN It's the only game left and we are the
players.

There's nothing else left but steering

the hand basket on its way to Hell.

We must

realize the inevitable, that nothing

can be

done about the state the "others" are in, so its
up to us to be the aristocracy
to.

they look up

At least they can have the joy of watching

our joy.
The protest march-granola-harmonica-in-thehip-pocket sixties are over, 'man,' the I'm
OK/you're OK narcissistic seventies are over, the
golden eighties are going, going,

gone!

We're in

the 'system' nineties, and we run the system!
(122)
In his novel American Psycho, Bret Easton Ellis
explores the most extreme effects of the loneliness,
materialism and the general lack of meaning in the Reagan
eighties.

The protagonist, a wealthy, successful, handsome

young professional, is so alienated by society and himself
that he creatively murders a significant number of people he
encounters.

He particularly favors killing women, perhaps

because he subconsciously expects more meaning or Dionysian
feeling from them.

However, he remains disappointed.

The

novel is as devoid of likable or even multi-dimensional
people as the eighties yuppie community often seemed.

The

100

murders become increasingly gruesome, but ever less pleasure
is taken from committing them, and nobody seems really to
notice anyway.

The world in which Patrick operates is

reduced to the landscape of a video game, reducing him to an
on-screen character in that game.

Even his most repulsively

immoral and radically antisocial rebellion lacks meaning or
even excitement to anyone.

Patrick tries to describe his

problem to his girlfriend:
My ... my need to engage in ... homicidal behavior on
a massive scale cannot be, um, corrected,' I tell
her, measuring each word carefully.

'But I ... have

no other way to express my blocked ... needs.'

I'm

surprised at how emotional this admission makes
me, and it wears me down; I feel light headed.

As

usual, Evelyn misses the essence of what I'm
saying, and I wonder how long it will take to
finally rid myself of her.
'We need to talk' I say quietly.
She puts her empty glass down and stares at me.
'Patrick,' she begins.

'If you are going to start

in again on why I should have breast implants, I'm
leaving,' she warns (338).
Pynchon finally concludes the vision of an alienated
society in his most recent novel, Vineland.

Here he

presents the Thanatoids, a colony of living dead.

The

Thanatoids care for nothing but television and how life had
done them wrong (171).

Although Pynchon presents them as a

101

California colony, in attitude and activity at least, they
resemble a significant portion of the population of America.

Nonetheless, it was continued, unfettered production
that had made America strong in the eyes of the ideologues.
America sought to produce as much as possible, to sell as
much as possible and to display her wealth by consuming as
much as possible.

Pleasure and meaning

order catalogue away.

were only a mail

By the 1950's, family values were at

last quantifiable.
The great wars over, the United States of America had
made the business deal of its short life, had emerged as the
planets' pre-eminent super-power and had developed an
identity all its own.

In this time of unabashed official

self-satisfaction, a new generation of authors, the ''Beats,"
had a uniquely American environment in which to search for
meaning.

Unlike the generation before them, they sought for

the missing American soul within America's own borders.

The

1920's, "Lost Generation," whose hard core consisted of
Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Boyle and McAlmon, headed for Europe
after the First World War:
to escape what Julian Symons described as 'the
Puritanism and philistinism of a country run by
what Mencken called the booboisie, from
Prohibition and President Harding.·
xvi)

(Charters
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From Miller to Pynchon, writers and a whole generation
yo-yoed back and forth between the coasts trying to discover
the American Dream.

In 1945, Henry Miller provided a

transition between the works of the ''Lost Generation" and
the ''Beat Generation" (whose central figures are generally
considered to be Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Ferlinghetti
and Snyder) with The Air-Conditioned Nightmare.
In this work, Miller describes how World War II forced
him to return to the United States where he purchased an
automobile and set off to discover what lay west of New
York.

As the Beats would later do, Miller went in search of

the American Dream, and he was quite critical of what he
found.

Miller comments on the comparative lack of Dionysian

influences and disproportionate worship of the Apollonian in
America, writing:
Why is it that in America the great works of art
are all nature's doing? There were the
skyscrapers, to be sure, and the darns and bridges
and concrete highways.

All utilitarian. Nowhere

in America was there anything comparable to the
cathedrals of Europe, the temples of Asia and
Egypt-enduring monuments created out of faith and
love and passion.

No exaltation, no fervor, no

zeal-except to increase business, facilitate
transportation, enlarge the domain of ruthless
exploitation.

(228)
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Miller considers the Apollonian dream an insane
delusion, writing:
What have we to offer the world beside the
superabundant loot which we recklessly plunder
from the earth under the maniacal delusion that
this insane activity represents progress and
enlightenment?

(20)

Upon first sighting the American coast at Boston as he
returned from Europe, Miller was struck by the joyless
austerity which lingered from the New England religious
heritage.

Of the American homes on the coast, he writes:
... there is something cold, austere, something
barren and chill about the architecture of the
American home ....

There was a frigid moral aspect

to it which chilled me to the bone.

(11)

The more Miller saw of the country, the more his
disappointment grew.

He saw the Apollonian illusion of

technological progress as having lead to the end of the
American dream, writing:
Everything that was of beauty, significance or
promise has been destroyed and buried in the
avalanche of false progress.

In the thousand

years of almost incessant war Europe has not lost
what we have lost in a hundred years of 'peace and
progress'.

( 36)

Of the nationalism, xenophobia and social inequity of the
time, Miller continues:
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It has become so to-day that when you see the flag
boldly and proudly displayed you smell a rat
somewhere.
inequity.

The flag has become a cloak to hide
We have two American flags always: one

for the rich and one for the poor.

When the rich

fly it it means that things are under control;
when the poor fly it it means danger, revolution,
anarchy.

(37)

Riding from Pittsburgh to Youngstown through the American
industrial wasteland, which he describes as being an
"Inferno which exceeds anything that Dante imagined," Miller
philosophizes about the racial policies of America's AngloSaxon forefathers:
One of the curious things about these progenitors
of ours is that though avowedly searching for
peace and happiness, for political and religious
freedom, they began by robbing, poisoning,
murdering, almost exterminating the race to whom
this vast continent belonged.

Later, when the

gold rush started, they did the same to the
Mexicans as they had to the Indians.

( 2 8)

Henry Miller first describes the feeling that made the
"Beat Generation" characterize themselves as beat:
Most young men of talent whom I have met in this
country give one the impression of being somewhat
demented.

Why shouldn't they?

They are living

amidst spiritual gorillas, living with food and
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drink maniacs, success mongers, gadget innovators,
publicity hounds.,

(157)

Miller discusses this general feeling of alienation from
American society throughout The Air-Conditioned Nightmare.
He often gives the impression that the American Dream has
soured into a Kafkaesque nightmare.

Miller leaves us with a

rather nihilistic closing thought: "Go West young man! they
used to say.

Today we have to say: Shoot yourself young

man, there is no hope for you!" (157).
Fortunately, the Beat Generation did not take Miller's
advice.

They wrote; they wandered; they wrote more, but

that sense of alienation from American society is evident.
The first line of Allen Ginsberg's poem "Howl" indicates
this: "I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by
madness, starving hysterical naked" (127).

The Beats knew

the Protestant work ethic and they new the Apollonian dream
of creating systems--systems that would allow material
abundance and purchase moral fortitude, safety from nuclear
destruction, communist invasion and satan.

To a new

generation, this vision of humanity's quest, and
particularly of the American Dream, was not enough.

The

unbalanced, purely Apollonian Weltanschaung of quantifiable
"good" created by closed system (industry), for closed
systems (markets), in a closed system (institutionally
defined America), leaves no room for the whims of the
individual.

The individual is alienated by the system of

which he is a part.

Any idea which she might have, which
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significantly varies from the norm dictated by the system or
which is not based on rational logic, the only engine of
ideas allowed by the system -- becomes by definition insane.
Those who, like the Beat Generation, for a time feel
sufficiently empowered to reject or at least question the
system which controls them, explore their own ideas often
brought on through rushes of emotions, hormones or
chemically induced delirium.

Thus, they are faced with the

alternative of calling themselves insane or declaring the
system insane.

If the system is insane, then what is truth?

From whence should values flow?

It is these questions which

send free thinking women and men on a quest to find out
"Why?" or "What?" or "What was the question?" -- chasing a
Zeitgeist!

These questions left the Lost Generation

hopping the next boat to Paris, London or Barcelona and left
the Beats dispossessed, exiles in their own country.
Thus, armed with a question which cannot be defined but
feeling a longing for a balance for the content of a culture
hollow at the core, America moves back and forth across
itself, yo-yoing, at once worshipping the technology that
makes it and feeling hopelessly abandoned by it--combating
sterility with excess.

Feeling overpowered by the insanity

of any one place, mobility becomes the "fix," and with it
comes the worship of the technology that empowers one to
flee.

Chief among the technological deities to whom

Americans pray is the automobile.

The automobile -- as the

last medium of personal freedom, as the key to the American
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Dream and the means of escape from it

has found its way

into such mainstream American culture as the 1975 Bruce
Springsteen song "Born to Run."

Springsteen writes:

In the day we sweat it out in the streets
of a runaway American dream
At night we ride through mansions of
glory in suicide machines
Sprung from cages out on Highway 9
Chrome wheeled, fuel injected
And steppin' out over the line
Baby this town rips the bones from your back
It's a death trap, it's a suicide rap ....
(Springsteen, 1984)
A gleaming chrome brazened penis with V8 balls, the car
allows the assertion of individual action outside the
integrated system.

It provides at once a billboard of the

ego; a private place in which to dispose of the shackles of
virginity; a rush of speed; and cheap, turbo-powered
violence, even for the meek.
Pynchon creates some very memorable examples of our
society's peculiar relationship to the car.

In~'

Pynchon

introduces Rachel Owlglass with her favorite toy, her MG:
There she was washing her car.
the night yet.

In the middle of

Moreover, she was talking to it.

'You beautiful stud,, he heard her say,
touch you.'

Wha, he thought.

'I love to

'Do you know what I

feel when we're out on the road?

Alone, just us?'
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She was running the sponge caressingly over its
front bumper.

'Your funny responses, darling,

that I know so well.

The way your brakes pull a

little to the left, the way you start to shudder
around 500 rpm when you're excited.

And you burn

oil when you're mad at me, don't you?

I know.'

There was none of your madness in her voice; it
might have been a school-girl's game, though
still, he admitted, quaint.

'We'll always be

together,' running a chamois over the hood, 'and
you needn't worry about that black Buick we passed
on the road today.

Ugh: fat, greasy Mafia car.

I

expected to see a body come flying out of the back
door, Didn't you?

Besides, your so angular and

proper-English and tweedy--and oh, so Ivy that I
couldn't ever leave you, dear.'
Profane that he might vomit.

It occurred to

Public displays of

sentiment often affected him this way.

She

climbed in the car and now lay back in the
driver's seat, her throat open to the summer
constellations.

He was about to approach her when

he saw her left hand snake out all pale to fondle
the gearshift.
touching it.

He watched and noticed how she was
(28-29)

Pynchon takes the ultimate Apollonian fetish of the
twentieth century to its hyperbolic conclusion.

Instead of

remaining a "clean," abstract extension of ones erotic self-
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image, Pynchon makes it an object which can very tangibly
connect not merely with the mind but with the Dionysian
body.

In Vineland:
Rex had once owned a Porsche 911, as red as cherry
in a cocktail, his favorite toy creature, his best
disguise, his personal confidant, and more, in
fact all that a car could be for a man, and its
fair to say Rex had made a tidy emotional as well
as cash investment--indeed, he would not have
flinched from the word 'relationship.'
it Bruno.

He called

He knew the location of every all-night

car wash in four counties, he'd fallen asleep on
his back beneath its ventral coolness, with a
plastic tool case for a pillow, and slept right
through the night, and he had even, more than
once, in scented petroleum dimness, had his
throbbing manhood down inside one flared chrome
carburetor barrel as the engine idled and with
sensitive care he adjusted the pulsing vacuum to
meet his own quickening rhythm, as man and machine
together rose to peaks of hitherto unimaginable
ecstasy. . . .

( 230)

Here, again, Pynchon completes the cycle by letting the
Dionysian grow from out of the Apollonian impulse.
Dionysos, having been banned from official American
culture, must, therefore, work outside of its confines.
Ergo, in America, Dionysos is unleashed.

This is what has
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become of the dualism of classical Greek thought. On the
stage Americana, fair Apollo has become a monster, and
Dionysus is left to rave at him from the gallery.

Those who

find themselves alienated from a system which denies
sensuality and emotion cannot experience their primal drives
within the framework of their culture.

The sensual desires

which cannot be denied make war upon the mainstream culture,
creating a counter-culture of unconstrained fulfillment of
animal desires and sudden excesses.

Because the rush of

drugs, alcohol, sex and violence can only be experienced
against the current of all sanctioned experience, it must be
extreme to be felt as real.

In their isolated extremity,

they alienate, and one is torn back again along the yo-yo's
string into the mainstream, if one cannot first achieve warm
oblivion.
itself.

Thus, our Zeitgeist is the string of the yo-yo
We are doomed to the nothingness between a sterile

system and a self-destructive excess.

We are the machine

switched off, a binary between zero and one, a culture whose
final value is running mode.
All of the authors I cover (however perfunctorily) in
this work recognize the death seeking emptiness in
mainstream American culture, but it is Thomas Pynchon who
finds a synthesis, or, perhaps more precisely, a tangency
between the cancerous self-perpetuation of technology and
the ultimately apocalyptic virility of unchecked organic
chaos.

For those who have still not understood his message,

Pynchon serves up a conclusion in plain language.

The world
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was abundant and fruitful in its Dionysian chaos.

Then man

came and imposed Apollonian order and his own linear vision
of death.

Man's mission is to promote death.

point of our apocalyptic religions.

This is the

Pynchon tells us toward

the end of Gravity's Rainbow:
Green spring equal nights ... canyons are opening
up, at the bottoms are steaming fumeroles,
steaming the tropical life there like greens in a
pot, rank, dope-perfume, a hood of smell ... human
consciousness, that poor cripple, that deformed
and doomed thing, is about to be born.
the World just before men.

This is

Too violently pitched

alive in constant flow ever to be seen by men
directly.

They are meant only to look at it dead,

in still strata, transputrified to oil or coal.
Alive it was a threat: it was Titans, was an
overspeaking of life so clangerous and mad, such a
green corona about earth's body that some spoiler
had to be brought in before it blew the creation
apart.

So we, the crippled keepers, were sent out

to multiply, to have dominion.
Us.

Counter revolutionaries.

to promote death.

God's spoilers.
It is our mission

The way we kill, the way we

die, being unique among the Creatures.

It was

something we had to work on historically and
personally.

(720)
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It is a grim vision of our society up to which Thomas
Pynchon has held the mirror.

For a culture which has banned

any living experience of Dionysian continuity, the only way
back to the whole of creation is death.

Death is, for us as

for Blicero, a return home to the mother our society seeks
to suppress.

The tomb is the womb.

This one connection to

the whole through death is, as Pynchon tells us, passed on
from father to son.

Blicero explains the holy mission to

Gottfried: "Can you feel in your body how strongly I have
infected you with my dying?

I was meant to.

Fathers are

carriers of the virus of Death, and sons are the
infected ... "(723).

However, Pynchon offers hope for the

less nihilistically inclined.

He points out that official

denial of "the green uprising" is strong, " ... nearly as
strong as life .... But only nearly as strong" (720).
Having held up the mirror of what he writes, that we
may see Western reality, Pynchon gives us in his writing
style the hammer with which to shape it.

He is strongly

affected by the Beats of the 40's and 50's, and he spans a
period in time and spirit from the literature of the 60's
through to the new Cyberpunk of the 80's.

Pynchon, in his

novels, plays with each of the elements of the American
condition.

The novels themselves assail conventional

structure and linear plot.

There are no clear protagonists

and antagonists only endless variations on the human
experience in a technological landscape.
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Time is treated holistically.

Knowing that time and

space are relative and that it is the velocity of light that
is the only constant, Pynchon breaks down the Western notion
of chronological past, present and future.

Through his

works, time is treated as interchangeable fragments of
experience.

Pynchon presents time as a deck of cards which

can be shuffled any number of ways and then flashed past
like a movie to counterfeit motion.

As light is the

constant in space-time relativity, so the projector's light
is the constant in a motion picture.

Pynchon gives a linear

example of this in Gravity's Rainbow:
There has been a strange connection between the
German mind and the rapid flashing of successive
stills to counterfeit movement, for at least two
centuries--since Leibniz, in the process of
inventing calculus, used the same approach to
break up the trajectories of cannon balls through
the air.

(407)

This method is again illustrated through the character of
Pokler, who can only witness his daughter's growth in the
shards of time he is allowed once a year, leaving him to
doubt whether it is even the same daughter each time (422).
Pynchon presents, by contrast, the cyclical view of
time espoused by the Herero (319).

Time is also viewed as

circular in V: "History's serpent is one; what matter where
on her body we lie" (311).

The important difference is that

linear time moves only in one direction--toward death.
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circular in V: "History's serpent is one; what matter where
on her body we lie" (311).

The important difference is that

linear time moves only in one direction--toward death.
Cyclical time, as do all Dionysian cycles, implies rebirth.
If one is one with the whole, then one experiences past,
present and future as one equal experience; if, however, as
in our culture, one sees oneself as discreet, one is
alienated from all but the present and a dream vision of the
future.
Pynchon presents his vision of an oppressive Western
society which crushes the spirit and alienates the
individual, yet he presents the reader with powerful
characters whose spirits are intact.

He presents the

disease and suggests the cure.
Throughout Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon leaves tongue in
cheek hints to aid interpretation.

Two fantasy sections

toward the end of the novel prove to be particularly
interesting, as they comically convey a simplified version
of nearly all of the major themes which recur in Pynchon's
works.

In the chapter about "Ol'Broderick," who day after

day tries to kill his teenage son, Pynchon builds a comic
sitcom allegory on the paternal system in America.

Pynchon

makes it clear that the comparison is serious:
"Unexpectedly, this country is pleasant, yes, once inside
it, quite pleasant after all.

Even though there is a

villain here, serious as death" (674).

It is also clear

that the story might not have a happy end: " ... but nobody
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which has been "abstracted from the day's 24" by dad's
colleagues "for sinister reasons of their own" (674).

Here,

Pynchon clearly plays on the Western linear notion of time.
The setting is the "Raketen-Stadt" (rocket city), where
buildings move, when given bureaucratic authority to, at
right angles to the "grid" (679).
Pynchon here makes a number of fast social and
philosophical jabs.

The "right angles" refer to Euclidean

geometry and the "grid" refers to Cartesian geometry, two
cornerstones of Western mathematical thought.

The "Raketen-

Stadt" is a play on the V2 but also on the 40's and SO's
post-war American dream of the futuristic city where heavily
chromed, Art-deco businesses had pleasant names like "The
Atomic drive-in Launderette."
Tyrone is helped by a chess computer with an almost
human, Protestant repressive character, a black man with a
sense of "cosmic" rhythm and a housewife, spinster heroine
who can perform miracles.

They make up the Dionysian

counter culture which moves without order or hierarchy:
There's no real direction here, neither lines of power nor
cooperation.

Decisions are never really made--at best they

manage to emerge from a chaos of peeves, whims,
hallucinations and all-round assholery" (676).

They are, as

Pynchon writes, "Those whom the old Puritan sermons
denounced as 'the glozing neuters of the world'" (677).
Aside from the murderous patriarchy which reminds one of
Cronos eating his children, the counter culture must face
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the super abundant but fascist American system, represented
by a freezer:
Walking now among miles-down-the-sky shelves and
food-mountains or food-cities of Iceboxland (but
look out, it can get pretty fascist in here,
behind the candy-colored sweet stuff is
thermodynamic elitism at its clearest -- bulbs can
be replaced by candles and radios fall silent, but
the grid's big function in this System is
iceboxery: freezing back the tumultuous cycles of
day to preserve this odorless small world, this
cube of changelessness) ....

(677-678)

Aside from a quick reference to his ongoing
thermodynamics/Western society metaphor, Pynchon offers us
in the above passage a view of the American system as
archconservative to the point of being frozen in place and
bent on maintaining a pure, "odorless" society, defeating
Dionysian chaos and primal, life-affirming cycles for
moribund linearity.

And, all of this is made possible by

the "grid," an international electrical utility conspiracy
which also serves as "big brother'' or the evil mother in the
chapter about Byron the Bulb.
In ''The Story of Byron the Bulb," Pynchon plays on
seventeenth century machine symbolism as well as on the
creation of a synthesis of the Dionysian and the Apollonian,
by presenting a mechanical device with a very human
personality (647).

Byron represents the Preterite.

He is a
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light bulb whose only sin it is that, by chance, he does not
burn out (649).

Pynchon has made it clear throughout his

work that his hope for the continuation of life is that the
preprogrammed destruction of our systems, through entropy or
through Western culture's death wish, can be averted through
the principle of chaos which determines that X in out of
every Y number of actors will not react as designed,
programmed or conditioned--one will get away and save us.
Pynchon's hope is, of course, the system's fear, and
there are any number of watch dog organizations whose
mission it is to ensure that no one gets away.

In Bryan's

case, "Big Brother" is called "Phoebus" (Apollo), which like
Apollonian, capitalist society "based everything on bulb
efficiency--the ratio of the usable power corning out, to
power put in" ( 654) .

"Phoebus" is a typical example of

Pynchon's vision of the international capitalist conspiracy
which works above and beyond all laws and national
boundaries.

It is an international light bulb cartel,

headquartered in Switzerland and is:
Run pretty much by International GE, Osrarn, and
Associated Electrical Industries of Britain, which
are in turn owned 100%, 29% and 46%, respectively,
by the General Electric Company in America (649).
Pynchon assimilates all of the elements of a
dispossessed culture and then bridges the chasm between
culture and counter culture by allowing Dionysus to be the
engineer and Apollo to be the master of ceremonies at orgy
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after orgy.

Technology swells with erotic voluptuousness,

and the most intimate moments of sensuality are structured
with the pedantic exactitude of a bits level programmer.
Apollo and Dionysus become yin and yang, each growing out of
the other.

Opposites being no longer discreet, and time

becoming cyclical, the possibilities have multiplied, but
the individual remains the key.

Pynchon's answer to our

social malaise lies in the one who does not react as the
others tend to react.
Pynchon gives us an example of this in the pig who
refused to die.

Tyrone's Puritan ancestor William sees

Pynchon's answer for America, already in the 1630's.
William had started a pig business, driving the pigs from
the Berkshires into Boston, for the chance that the trip
gave him to encounter the Dionysian road and to be with his
pigs:
Despite the folklore and the injunctions in his
own Bible, William came to love their nobility and
personal freedom, their gift for finding comfort
in the mud on a hot day--pigs out on the road, in
company together, were everything Boston wasn't,
and you can imagine what the end of the journey,
the weighing, slaughter and dreary pigless return
back up into the hills must've been like for
William.

Of course he took it as parable--knew

that the squealing bloody horror at the end of the
pike was in exact balance to all their happy
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sounds, their untroubled pink eyelashes and kind
eyes, their smiles, their grace in cross-country
movement.

It was a little early for Isaac Newton,

but feelings about action and reaction were in the
air.

William must have been waiting for the one

pig that wouldn't die, that would validate all the
ones who'd had to, all his Gardarene swine who'd
rushed into extinction like lemmings, possessed
not by demons but by trust for men, which the men
kept betraying ... possessed by innocence they
couldn't lose ... by faith in William as another
variety of pig, at home with the earth, sharing
the same gift of life....

(555)

Later, to further emphasize the point, Tyrone becomes
the pig that got away.

The scene, in Gravity's Rainbow,

plays during a holiday dedicated to the Nordic god Thor, who
saved Cuxhaven from Viking invaders, by creating the giant
pig, Plechazunga, who routed the Norsemen (567).

Slothrop

plays the role of the pagan hero for that year's
festivities, and dressed as a giant pig he chases away the
"invaders" to the delight of the city's children (568-569).
Already, Tyrone has become William Slothrop's pig that got
away, by allegorically saving the town, which stands for
America.

Pynchon does not stop there, however.

As a happy

Slothrop in his pig suit is walking across the square, which
serves the war impoverished populace as their center of
trade, the market is invaded by bludgeon wielding police
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protecting the official "white market" from the peoples
"black market"

(570).

Suddenly, Slothrop is called upon to

shield the preterite, to stand up to official authority and
to be the pig hero who redeemed all the others who walked
blindly into their slaughter.

Slothrop, for a few seconds

in time, is the hero Plechezunga and shields the children
and the old from the official invaders (571).
does not leave the analogy there.

But Pynchon

Throughout most of the

rest of the novel, Slothrop remains the pig that got away,
by evading all of the various organizations of the zone
while still wearing his pig suit.

Pynchon makes it clear

that the pig suit is not what creates the hero; it is
instead the suit of everyman.

When Slothrop finally

abandons the suit and Major Marvy, the most evil example of
official America, puts it on to escape a bordello raid, he
does not get away.

Apollonian, Protestant, racist Marvy is

castrated by his own allies, who take him for Slothrop
(609).

Pynchon's message is clear, those who do not resist

eventually fall victim to their own castrating, deathdealing system.

Hope lies only with the small radical who

stands against fate.

As Roger Mexico knows, probability

allows deviations if a sufficient number stand.
The answers in Gravity's Rainbow are few, and the
searchers many, but it is the fat boy Ludwig who chases his
pet lemming Ursula across the zone and across the last third
of the novel, out of love, who finds her " ... at last and
despite everything" (729).
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We as a society are still searching:
America was at the edge of the World.

A

message for Europe, continent-sized, inescapable.
Europe had found the site for its Kingdom of
Death, that special Death the West had invented.
Savages had their waste regions, Kalaharis, lakes
so misty they could not see the other side.

But

Europe had gone deeper--into obsession, addiction,
away from all the savage innocences.

America was

a gift from the invisible powers, a way of
returning.

But Europe refused it.

It wasn't

Europe's original sin--the latest name for that is
Modern Analysis--but it happens that Subsequent
Sin is harder to atone for.
'In Africa, Asia, Amerindia, Oceania, Europe came
and established its order of Analysis and Death.
What it could not use, it killed or altered.

In

time the death-colonies grew strong enough to
break away.

But the impulse to empire, the

mission to propagate death, the structure of it,
kept on.

Now we are in the last phase.

Death has come to occupy Europe.
empire from its old Metropolis.

American

It has learned
But now we have

only the structure left us, none of the great
rainbow plumes, no fittings of gold, no epic
marches over alkali seas.

The savages of other

continents, corrupted but still resisting in the
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name of life, have gone on despite
everything ... while Death and Europe are separate
as ever, their love still unconsummated.
only rules here.
one with ... ,

Death

It has never, in love, become

(722-723)

America is still waiting for the pig that will save it.
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